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Abstract  

 

This article examines how English higher education (HE) policy has framed the relationship between 

participation and social mobility across six decades through a comparative analysis of the Robbins 

Report (1963) and the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (Augar, 2019). Using an adapted 

Critical Discourse Analysis approach, the study explores how each review constructs policy 

problems, allocates responsibility and legitimises particular policy responses within contrasting 

political, social and economic contexts. The analysis identifies a shift from a post-war public-good 

discourse in Robbins, which justified HE expansion through civic, cultural and collective benefit 

claims, to a later market-oriented framing in Augar, where social mobility is increasingly articulated 

through regulation, performance and value-for-money criteria. Despite this shift in governance logic, 

both reviews sustain meritocratic assumptions that individualise responsibility for educational 

outcomes and limit engagement with structural sources of inequality. By tracing how responsibility 

for mobility is progressively relocated from the state to institutions and individuals, the article shows 

how participation-led strategies persist even as their limitations are acknowledged. The paper 

concludes by identifying transferable lessons for policymakers in mass HE systems and by 

highlighting the risks of relying on HE policy alone to address entrenched social and economic 

inequality. 
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Introduction  

 

Over the past seven decades, higher education (HE) has been consistently positioned in English policy 

discourse and governance frameworks as a central mechanism for promoting economic prosperity 

and social mobility (Ainley, 2007; Scott, 2014). While early post-war reviews focused on expansion, 

capacity and national development, subsequent policy interventions have increasingly framed 

widening participation as both a social good and a means of addressing entrenched inequality (Ainley, 

2007; McCaig, 2015). From the Robbins Report’s justification for significant expansion to later 

funding and regulatory reforms, governments of different political persuasions have repeatedly 

invoked HE as a lever for opportunity and mobility, even as the policy recommendations to pursue 

these goals have shifted over time (Augar, 2019; Brown and Carasso, 2013; National Committee of 

Inquiry into Higher Education [Dearing], 1997). Yet, despite sustained growth in participation, 

evidence consistently suggests that social mobility in Britain has stagnated, raising questions about 

the effectiveness of HE-centred policy interventions as a route to social justice (Social Mobility 

Commission, 2019; Sutton Trust, 2021a). 

 

This paper examines how the policy paradox outlined above has been constructed and sustained 

through official discourse by analysing two landmark reviews of the sector: the Robbins Report 

(1963) and the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (Augar, 2019). Written almost six decades 

apart, these reviews mark pivotal moments in the governance of English HE but emerged under 

markedly different commissions and policy conditions (Shattock, 2014; Willetts, 2017). Robbins 

functioned as a broad, agenda-setting inquiry into the future shape, scale and purpose of HE 

across the UK, whereas Augar operated within an already expanded and marketised English 

post-18 system, with a narrower remit focused primarily on funding, skills and system 

efficiency. The Robbins Report provided the foundational justification for system expansion, 

articulating the principle that courses of HE should be available to all those “qualified by ability and 

attainment” who wished to pursue them (Robbins, 1963: 8). This formulation embedded meritocratic 

selection at the core of English HE policy and has continued to shape access regulation and political 

discourse long after the post-war expansionary context in which it was produced (Hillman, 2023). 

Augar, by contrast, emerged within a mature mass system characterised by marketisation, regulatory 

oversight and intensified concern with value for money, working largely within an existing policy 

settlement rather than establishing a new system-wide settlement, while continuing to position 

HE as a key, if increasingly conditional, vehicle for social mobility (Augar, 2019; Callender, 2019; 

Brown and Carasso, 2013). 
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Using an adapted Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) framework, the paper explores how these two 

reviews define the policy problems of access and social mobility; allocate responsibility between the 

state, institutions and individuals; and legitimate particular policy responses (Fairclough, 1995; Van 

Dijk, 2015). By comparing the discursive construction of HE’s purpose, beneficiaries and outcomes 

between these contrasting political and economic contexts, the analysis reveals a qualitative shift in 

policy problem-framing: from HE as a public, civic project to HE as a regulated market instrument 

expected to deliver mobility outcomes under competitive conditions (Brown and Carasso, 2013; 

Callender, 2019). 

 

The paper contributes to HE policy debates in three ways. Firstly, it provides a longitudinal 

comparison of policy discourse that illuminates continuity and change in how social mobility is 

conceptualised and promoted (Scott, 2014; Millward, 2023). Secondly, it demonstrates how 

meritocratic and market-oriented framings persist across policy regimes, often obscuring structural 

inequalities and institutional stratification within mass systems (Brown and Carasso, 2013; Bourdieu 

and Passeron, 1997; Donaghy and Davies, 2026; Marginson, 2016). Thirdly, it offers transferable 

lessons for policymakers internationally, highlighting the limitations of participation-led strategies 

and the risks of relying on HE alone to address deep-rooted social and economic inequalities (Clancy 

and Goastellec, 2007; Donaghy and Davies, 2026). 

 

Taken together, the article contributes a historically grounded explanation for why widening 

participation has remained politically compelling yet socially limited as a mobility strategy in 

England. It shows how meritocratic access and market accountability are discursively reconciled 

across contrasting governance regimes, reproducing stratification even as participation expands. By 

foregrounding the governance consequences for teaching-intensive and widening-participation 

institutions, the analysis reframes contemporary ‘value’ debates as questions of equity, system design 

and political feasibility rather than institutional deficit. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study adopts an adapted Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) framework, drawing on Fairclough’s 

work (1989; 1995; 2013), to examine how two landmark English policy reviews - Robbins (1963) 

and Augar (2019) - construct HE as a response to participation, access and social mobility, while 

recognising that they emerged in materially different policy contexts and were commissioned 

to address distinct questions of system design, funding and governance. 
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Fairclough argues that contemporary socio-economic change is increasingly mediated through 

discourse, particularly within knowledge-based economies in which policy language plays a 

constitutive role in shaping social relations (Fairclough, 1995). HE policy discourse is therefore not 

merely reflective of social priorities but actively involved in defining policy problems, allocating 

responsibility and legitimising particular solutions. Analysing policy discourse is thus essential for 

understanding how HE has been positioned as a response to inequality and social mobility across 

different historical contexts. 

 

The approach is adapted in three respects. While the analysis is not a clause-by-clause micro-

linguistic study, it remains textually grounded through systematic attention to modality, evaluation, 

problem representations, and legitimation strategies across comparable report sections. First, CDA is 

applied comparatively across two policy texts produced in distinct historical, political and governance 

contexts, enabling analysis of continuity and change in policy problem-framing over time 

(Fairclough, 1993; Fairclough, 2013; Van Dijk, 2015). Second, the analysis foregrounds policy 

problem-framing, responsibility allocation and legitimation processes rather than detailed micro-

linguistic analysis, reflecting the study’s focus on how national policy texts construct social mobility 

and inequality at the level of system governance (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak and Meyer, 2009). Third, 

interdiscursive analysis is integrated to examine how multiple discourses of access, merit, value and 

responsibility are combined and recontextualised within and across the two reviews (Fairclough, 

1993; Mullet, 2018; Van Dijk, 1993). 

 

A further limitation of this comparative approach is that the two reports are separated by more 

than half a century, during which policy language, institutional scale and the wider political 

economy of HE changed substantially. As critical discourse scholars note, meanings are 

historically situated and shaped by the contexts in which texts are produced (Wodak and 

Meyer, 2009; Van Dijk, 2015). Terms such as access, participation, value and responsibility 

therefore do not carry identical meanings across the two periods, and the analysis considers 

discursive patterns alongside major structural shifts, including system expansion, funding 

reform and changing socio-economic inequality, rather than as self-sufficient explanations in 

themselves. 

 

CDA is an interdisciplinary approach for analysing discourse in its social context, with particular 

attention to how language reproduces and legitimises power relations and inequality (Van Dijk, 2015; 

Wodak and Meyer, 2009). Accordingly, the analysis applies Fairclough’s three-dimensional 

framework, examining: 
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(i) discursive practice, referring to the conditions and processes through which policy 

texts are produced; 

(ii) textual or discourse features, including lexis, key terms, evaluative language and 

legitimating strategies; and 

(iii) social practice, concerning how policy discourse interacts with wider social relations, 

institutional structures and systems of governance (Fairclough, 1993; Fairclough 

1995). 

 

To support structured comparison across the two reviews, the study frames the analysis through four 

analytical lenses: practice analysis, discourse analysis, social analysis and interdiscursive analysis. 

Within each report, the analysis attends to: 

 

(a) how the “problem” of access and social mobility – understood here as intergenerational 

socio-economic mobility as framed in English HE policy – is defined; 

(b) how responsibility for addressing this problem is allocated between the state, institutions 

and individuals; and 

(c) how specific policy responses are legitimised through appeals to public value, economic 

necessity, fairness, efficiency or accountability (Fairclough, 1995; Van Dijk, 2015). 

 

Alongside Fairclough’s framework, interdiscursive analysis is used to examine how different 

discourses are combined, prioritised or marginalised within and across the two texts. Interdiscursivity 

enables identification of how policy narratives draw on multiple discourse traditions and the 

ideological positions they imply, allowing patterns of continuity and change in policy problem-

framing to be traced over time (Mullet, 2018; Van Dijk, 1993). 

 

Table 1. Analytical lenses combined in this study (adapted from Fairclough, 1993; Mullet, 2018) 

 

Practice Analysis:  

Exploration of the historical, 

political and institutional 

conditions shaping the 

production of each policy text. 

Discourse Analysis: 

Examination of language use, 

key terms and rhetorical 

strategies employed to 

legitimate policy aims. 

Social Analysis:  

Interpretation of how policy 

discourse interacts with wider 

social relations and structures 

(Fairclough, 1993). 
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Interdiscursive Analysis: Comparative analysis of how different discourses are combined within 

and across the two reviews (Mullet, 2018). 

 

The analysis draws on the two primary policy documents and supporting academic and grey literature 

accessed through established archives (including Education in Britain), alongside targeted searches 

of scholarship on widening participation and social mobility. The literature component adopts a semi-

systematic approach, appropriate for a conceptually broad and multidisciplinary field and for an 

inductive analytical framework such as Critical Discourse Analysis, where the aim is to contextualise 

and interpret policy discourse rather than to produce an exhaustive synthesis of empirical evidence 

(Snyder, 2019; Van Dijk, 2015). This approach enables the identification of recurring themes, patterns 

and problem representations across the two policy texts (Mullet, 2018). 

 

Policy genealogy: widening participation and social mobility in English HE 

 

Over the past seven decades, the growth of HE in England has transformed the sector from an 

elite system serving a relatively small minority of the population into a mass and increasingly 

differentiated system with participation at historically unprecedented scale, driven by 

government policies pursuing both economic and social objectives (Trow, 1973; Marginson, 

2016). Clancy and Goastellec note that rising HE participation has been shaped by economic 

priorities, technological change, globalisation and international competition (2007). Alongside these 

drivers, successive governments have positioned widening participation as a mechanism for social 

justice within HE and social mobility beyond it, establishing a recurring policy rationale rather than 

a settled outcome (Dearing, 1997; Scott, 2014). 

 

Since 1945, major decisions on HE in England have rarely reached Cabinet level, typically being 

shaped by ministers and senior civil servants (Scott, 2014). Over time, this governance pattern was 

reinforced through widening participation policies that increasingly redistributed responsibility for 

addressing inequality from the state to institutions, with teaching-intensive and post-1992 universities 

assuming a disproportionate share of access, retention and support work despite persistent structural 

disadvantage within the sector (McCaig, 2015).  

 

Policy attention has historically focused on the cost and economic impact of HE rather than its 

curriculum or pedagogical content (Baldock, 2020). Elite policy actors, including civil servants, 

government ministers, university leaders and the University Grants Committee, have played a central 

role in shaping system design, contributing to the persistence of hierarchical institutional structures 
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even as the sector expanded through new universities, polytechnics, post-1992 institutions and 

more vocationally oriented provision (Scott, 2014; Trow, 1973). From these groups emerged 

several influential education reform reports in the 1950s and 1960s aimed at extending post-

compulsory education and widening participation. 

 

Early post-war reforms framed participation through notions of ability and selection (Perkin, 1972). 

In the school sector, the Central Advisory Council for Education (England) (1959), treated the 11+ 

examination as a reliable measure of ability, directing those deemed ‘above average’ towards 

extended education while others entered the labour market. While progressive in extending 

compulsory education, the report also reinforced gendered educational pathways, exemplified by the 

claim that ‘girls are prepared for marriage, boys for careers’ (Central Advisory Council for Education 

(England), 1959: 31). The Newsom Report, Half Our Future (1963), similarly advocated raising the 

school leaving age while retaining assumptions about categorisation and educational deficit. Taken 

together, these reports embedded a discourse of differentiation that individualised educational 

outcomes, positioning attainment and progression as a function of ability rather than social structure 

(Fairclough, 2013; Fuller, 2002; Reay, 2004). 

 

It was against this backdrop that the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Lionel Robbins, 

was commissioned to address growing demand for HE in post-war Britain. The report recommended 

the immediate expansion of university provision, a move later described as having ‘changed the 

course of HE’ (Moser, 1988: 5). The Government appointed a committee of twelve members 

under Robbins’ chairmanship, primarily drawn from the university sector. Subsequent commentary 

has noted that this composition privileged established academic perspectives and offered limited 

representation from other parts of education and the business world (Carswell, 1988; Moser, 1988). 

As Carswell (1988) later observed, this composition marginalised alternative educational and 

economic perspectives, reinforcing established academic viewpoints in the framing of both the 

problem and its solution. 

 

The inquiry drew on an extensive body of evidence, documented across five volumes of appendices, 

contributing to the breadth of its recommendations and to its rapid acceptance by successive 

governments. Robbins’ proposals were taken forward by both Conservative and Labour 

administrations and addressed nearly all aspects of HE, consolidating the report’s status as a 

foundational moment in the post-war governance of the sector (Moser, 1988; Times Higher 

Education, 2013). In this way, Robbins came to occupy a central place in the policy genealogy of 

English HE, shaping subsequent approaches to expansion, system design and access (Scott, 2014). 
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Although Robbins itself did not advocate major structural differentiation, subsequent policy 

developments - particularly the binary divide and expansion of polytechnics - became central 

to widening participation in England through more diverse institutional pathways (Robinson, 

1968; Pratt, 1997). 

 

CDA review of Robbins (1963) 

 

The Robbins Report (Robbins, 1963) constituted a pivotal policy intervention in the development of 

English HE, marking a decisive shift towards mass expansion and establishing discursive foundations 

that continued to shape access, merit and social mobility policy over subsequent decades (Hillman, 

2023; Scott, 2014). Through practice, discourse and social analysis, Robbins can be read not only as 

a catalyst for expansion but as a foundational text that constructed HE as a legitimate mechanism for 

allocating opportunity within an otherwise stable social order (Scott, 2014; Hillman, 2023). 

 

Practice analysis 

The Robbins Report was produced through an inquiry process that was deliberately framed as expert-

led, technocratic and insulated from overt political contestation (Moser, 1988). The composition of 

the Committee on Higher Education - dominated by senior figures from the university sector - 

privileged established academic perspectives while limiting representation from alternative 

educational, vocational or economic interests, a feature noted by later commentators on the inquiry 

(Moser, 1988; Carswell, 1988). Robbins favoured a small, expert committee over a broadly 

representative body, a choice that subsequent analyses have interpreted as a means of avoiding what 

he regarded as unwieldy interest-group representation and of positioning the inquiry as a site of 

authoritative expertise rather than democratic deliberation (Carswell, 1988; Fairclough, 1995). 

 

The inquiry assembled an unusually extensive evidentiary base, including over 400 written 

submissions, 111 meetings and more than 90 interviews, documented across five volumes of 

appendices (Moser, 1988). This scale of consultation functioned discursively to confer authority and 

inevitability on the report’s conclusions, positioning its 178 recommendations - subsequently 

accepted by both Conservative and Labour governments - as the outcome of expert consensus rather 

than political choice (Times Higher Education, 2013). In this way, expansion was naturalised as a 

technical response to rising demand, rather than framed as a distributive intervention open to political 

contestation (Fairclough, 1995; Fairclough, 2013). 
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Within this authoritative and depoliticised framing, Robbins articulated what later became known as 

the Robbins Principle, embedding meritocratic selection as the primary mechanism through which 

access to HE was to be allocated. Rather than construing access as a structural entitlement, the report 

grounded opportunity in individual qualification and selection, aligning system expansion with 

procedural fairness while leaving underlying social stratification intact (Hillman, 2023; Scott, 2014; 

Donaghy and Davies, 2026). 

 

The report stated that ‘the demand for higher education will continue to grow, and it would be 

dangerous to attempt to restrain it artificially’ (Robbins, 1963, para. 25). By framing expansion as a 

response to naturalised demand, Robbins foreclosed alternative policy choices and presented growth 

as an imperative rather than a distributive decision. Similarly, Robbins sought to depoliticise 

questions of governance and funding, arguing that ‘the evaluation of the performance of particular 

institutions and the allocation of funds between them should be conducted in an atmosphere from 

which political considerations are absent’ (Robbins, 1963: 5). This construction positioned HE 

governance as a technocratic exercise, masking the distributional consequences of expansion behind 

claims of neutrality. 

 

Discourse analysis 

Robbins identified four core purposes of higher education: instruction in skills, the promotion of 

general intellectual capacities, the maintenance of research alongside teaching, and the transmission 

of a common culture and standards of citizenship (Robbins, 1963). The language of the report 

consistently framed higher education as a public good essential to both national development and 

individual flourishing. Modal constructions such as “must be expanded” and “it is desirable that”, 

alongside repeated references to rising “demand”, positioned expansion as both necessary and 

inevitable, aligning higher education growth with post-war welfare-state rationalities. 

 

The report asserted that HE should no longer be an elite privilege but accessible to those deemed 

capable, stating that it should be “available to all who are qualified to profit from it” (Robbins, 1963, 

para. 30). This framing constructed access through a merit-based conception of eligibility rather than 

as a universal entitlement, locating legitimacy in individual qualification rather than structural 

inclusion. In doing so, Robbins reconciled system expansion with persistent inequality, allowing 

stratified outcomes to be framed as fair provided that selection appeared to operate on individual 

merit. Social mobility was thus constructed not as a redistributive or structural process, but as the 

aggregate effect of appropriate sorting within an expanded yet hierarchically ordered system (Husén, 

1976; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997). 
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Robbins also framed HE as a moral institution responsible for shaping civic values, stating that “the 

good society desires equality of opportunity for its citizens to become not merely good producers but 

also good men and women” (Robbins, 1963: 8). Elsewhere, HE was described as concerned with “the 

transmission of a common culture and common standards of citizenship” (Robbins, 1963, para. 26). 

In framing HE as simultaneously economic and moral, the report embedded an expectation that 

expanded participation could deliver both productivity and social cohesion. This moralised framing 

underpinned later policy claims that HE participation alone could drive social mobility, without 

requiring transformation of labour-market structures or social relations (Brown and Carasso, 2013). 

 

Social analysis 

Robbins was published in 1963 within a context of post-war welfare expansion, Cold War geopolitics 

and high public confidence in expert-led social planning. HE at this time enjoyed strong cross-party 

political support and high social legitimacy, conditions that shaped the report’s construction of 

expansion as a consensual national project rather than a site of distributive conflict (Moser, 1988; 

Scott, 2014). Within the text, HE growth was framed as socially progressive yet politically 

uncontentious, presented as a shared national good rather than as an intervention aimed at 

restructuring inequality (Robbins, 1963). 

 

Although Robbins acknowledged that access to HE was shaped by factors beyond individual ability 

- including “differences of family income” and “inequalities in earlier educational opportunity” 

(Robbins, 1963: 4) - these conditions were not constructed as objects of policy intervention. Instead, 

such inequalities were positioned as lying largely beyond the remit of HE reform, with the report 

noting that “differences of opportunity at earlier stages are not matters which HE policy can by itself 

be expected to remedy” (Robbins, 1963, para. 9). Within this framing, inequality was resolved 

discursively through a meritocratic conception of access grounded in individual qualification and 

selection rather than structural entitlement. Responsibility for unequal outcomes was thereby 

relocated away from social structures and towards individuals, embedding a conception of fairness 

compatible with persistent stratification (Husén, 1976; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997). 

 

The report explicitly rejected equality of outcome as a policy objective, stating that “equality of 

opportunity does not mean identity of outcome” (Robbins, 1963: 8). Within this framing, 

differentiated participation and unequal destinations were rendered legitimate provided that selection 

procedures appeared procedurally fair. Social mobility was therefore constructed as the aggregate 
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effect of individual advancement rather than as a systemic process requiring redistribution, 

institutional reform or labour-market intervention (Husén, 1976; Scott, 2014). 

 

Robbins also positioned HE as a moral and civic institution tasked with sustaining social cohesion. 

By framing HE as responsible for producing both economic contributors and responsible citizens, the 

report aligned mobility with continuity rather than transformation (Robbins, 1963). This moralised 

conception of HE as a stabilising civic institution reinforced cohesion over redistribution, positioning 

social mobility as compatible with existing social arrangements rather than as a challenge to them 

(Brown and Carasso, 2013). At the same time, the social subject imagined by the report was not 

entirely socially neutral, reflecting both classed and gendered assumptions characteristic of the 

period (Robbins, 1963; Williams, 2008). This matters because it suggests that claims to 

universality were articulated through assumptions that were not fully socially neutral, limiting 

the universality of Robbins’ egalitarian claims (Reay, 2004; Scott, 2014). 

 

Finally, Robbins explicitly rejected structural reorganisation of the HE system, stating that it did “not 

envisage any sudden or revolutionary change in the structure of higher education” (Robbins, 1963, 

para. 19). Expansion was framed as incremental and adaptive rather than as requiring systemic 

redesign. As a result, participation could increase without disrupting institutional hierarchies, patterns 

of prestige or labour-market sorting (Shattock, 2014; Trow, 1973). However, subsequent policy 

developments, particularly the introduction of the binary system and expansion of polytechnics, 

became central to widening participation in England through more diverse institutional 

pathways than Robbins had explicitly envisaged (Robinson, 1968; Pratt, 1997). 

 

Taken together, the Robbins Report constructed HE as a legitimate instrument for social mobility 

while delimiting the conditions under which such mobility could occur. By coupling expansion with 

meritocratic selection, moralised cohesion and institutional continuity, the text naturalised 

stratification even as it proclaimed fairness (Hillman, 2023; Scott, 2014). From a CDA perspective, 

this discursive settlement helps explain why subsequent participation growth did not translate into 

substantial improvements in social mobility - a tension later rendered explicit, rather than resolved, 

in policy reviews such as Augar (2019). 

 

CDA: Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (Augar, 2019) 

 

The Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (Augar, 2019) is produced in a policy context 

markedly different from that of Robbins (1963): a mature mass HE system characterised by high 
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participation, extensive marketisation and persistent concerns about value, outcomes and public 

expenditure. Whereas Robbins assumed that expansion would, over time, widen opportunity within 

a broadly stable social order, Augar is explicitly commissioned in response to the failure of 

participation-led strategies to deliver social mobility. The review therefore both acknowledges this 

failure and reframes the conditions under which HE is considered a legitimate policy instrument.  

 

Practice analysis  

The Augar Review is commissioned in 2018 and published in May 2019 by a Conservative 

government amid heightened political scrutiny of HE funding, student debt and graduate outcomes. 

The review draws on 375 written submissions and approximately 330 meetings with sector 

stakeholders, supported by extensive quantitative evidence from administrative datasets, including 

continuation rates, graduate earnings and student satisfaction metrics. This evidentiary architecture 

reflects a governance environment shaped by audit, benchmarking and regulatory oversight, 

contrasting sharply with Robbins’ attempt to depoliticise funding and allocation decisions.  

 

Where Robbins sought to depoliticise decisions about HE funding and allocation by framing them as 

matters of neutral expertise rather than political judgement, the Augar Review explicitly locates post-

18 funding within a contested fiscal and political settlement. Affordability, taxpayer value and public 

confidence are presented as central concerns, with the system required to “work for students and 

taxpayers alike” (Augar, 2019: 12). In this context, proposals to reduce the tuition fee cap, amend 

loan repayment terms and reintroduce maintenance grants are coupled with an expanded regulatory 

role for the Office for Students. Access and Participation Plans are positioned as the primary 

regulatory mechanism through which institutions are required to evidence progress on equality of 

opportunity, embedding widening participation within a compliance-based accountability framework 

that devolves responsibility for social mobility to institutions - particularly those enrolling higher 

proportions of disadvantaged students - without addressing the structural conditions shaping 

outcomes (Office for Students, 2018; McCaig, 2015). 

 

Structurally, the review also signals a reordering of HE’s policy status within the wider post-18 

landscape. Of the five thematic areas addressed - skills, HE, further education, apprenticeships and 

funding - only a limited portion of the report is devoted specifically to universities, reflecting a 

broader shift in how HE is positioned. The review emphasises that HE is “one part of a wider system” 

rather than the default route for post-18 progression (Augar, 2019: 65). This framing represents a 

discursive downgrading of HE from a central public good to one option among many, whose 
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legitimacy is increasingly conditional on demonstrable economic returns rather than civic or cultural 

contribution. 

 

Discourse analysis  

Augar constructs social mobility as a policy problem that participation expansion has failed to resolve. 

The review explicitly acknowledges that participation-led expansion has not translated into improved 

social mobility, noting that despite rising educational participation, “there has been little change in 

intergenerational mobility in England over recent decades” (Augar, 2019: 23). Unlike Robbins, which 

assumed that widening access would naturally translate into opportunity, Augar explicitly diagnoses 

stagnation. However, this diagnosis is framed in terms of disappointment and inefficiency rather than 

structural injustice.  

 

Despite acknowledging limited mobility gains, the review continues to position education  - and HE 

in particular - as a central policy lever. This tension is managed discursively through a shift from 

expansion as a policy objective to conditional access framed in terms of value for money, competition 

and outcomes. Chapter 3 frames the central objective of HE as ensuring a system that is “accessible 

to all, supported by a funding system that provides value for money and works for students and 

taxpayers, incentivises choice and competition, and encourages the development of the skills we need 

as a country” (Augar, 2019: 65). Access is therefore articulated not as a civic entitlement, as in 

Robbins, but as a feature of a competitive market governed by efficiency and performance. In contrast 

to Robbins’ explicit moral vocabulary, Augar replaces civic obligation with economic rationality, 

repositioning legitimacy not in social purpose but in efficiency, choice and return on investment. 

 

Crucially, Augar rejects participation as an intrinsic social good. The review states that ‘simply 

increasing participation in HE is not necessarily in the best interests of students or the economy’ 

(Augar, 2019: 17). This marks a decisive discursive break with Robbins’ moral–civic framing of HE 

expansion. Where Robbins positioned HE as a contributor to ‘a good society’ through cultural 

transmission and citizenship (Robbins, 1963: 8), Augar evaluates HE primarily through economic 

and instrumental criteria. Social mobility is no longer considered a collective outcome of expansion, 

but a contingent effect dependent on course choice, institutional performance and labour-market 

alignment.  

 

Responsibility for mobility is also reallocated. The review states that ‘providers should be held 

accountable for the outcomes of the students they recruit’ (Augar, 2019: 72), shifting attention away 

from system design and towards institutional behaviour. This responsibilisation is reinforced through 
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repeated references to ‘quality’, ‘transparency’ and ‘outcomes’, operationalised through continuation 

rates and graduate earnings. In this way, mobility is constructed as a managerial and regulatory 

problem rather than a distributive one.  

 

In the Augar Review, inequality is primarily constructed through quantitative indicators and system 

performance measures, including continuation rates, graduate earnings and employment outcomes. 

This framing renders disadvantage visible mainly through measurable outcomes and benchmarks, 

rather than through an explicit account of how social class, prior educational inequality or structural 

power relations shape attainment and progression (Augar, 2019). 

 

Social analysis  

The Augar Review is produced in a period of heightened concern about public spending, student debt 

and the perceived over-expansion of HE. While participation rates have reached historic highs, 

political discourse increasingly questions whether HE delivers sufficient economic and social returns. 

This context shapes the review’s construction of HE as a conditional investment rather than a public 

entitlement. 

 

Although Augar acknowledges that social mobility has not improved despite participation growth, it 

does not frame this failure as evidence of structural limits to education-led reform. Instead, the review 

locates the problem primarily in system inefficiency, weak incentives and variable institutional 

performance, and responds by advocating tighter regulation, stronger differentiation and enhanced 

accountability within the post-18 system. Responsibility for improving mobility outcomes is therefore 

devolved to institutions operating within marketised conditions rather than addressed through 

redistribution or labour-market reform. 

 

In contrast to Robbins’ explicit recognition of social and educational inequality as shaping access to 

higher education, the Augar Review does not foreground structural disadvantage in comparable 

terms. Instead, inequality is primarily rendered through participation gaps, funding arrangements and 

outcome-based indicators, rather than through an account of how classed resources and earlier 

educational trajectories structure attainment and progression (Augar, 2019). While Robbins 

ultimately positioned these factors as lying beyond the direct remit of higher education policy, their 

explicit recognition located inequality within a wider social context. By contrast, Augar renders 

inequality primarily through system indicators - such as participation rates, continuation, graduate 

earnings and institutional performance - rather than naming social origin, classed advantage or prior 

educational stratification as policy problems in their own right. Inequality is thus translated into a 
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technical and managerial problem, reinforcing a governance logic in which responsibility for social 

mobility is devolved to institutions operating within existing social and labour-market hierarchies. 

 

In this respect, Augar does the opposite of Robbins while reproducing a similar limitation. Whereas 

Robbins assumed that expansion could widen opportunity without disturbing institutional hierarchies, 

Augar recognises that expansion has failed to deliver mobility but responds by constraining 

participation and intensifying accountability rather than challenging stratification itself. As McCaig 

(2015) demonstrates, such responsibilisation disproportionately affects teaching-intensive and post-

1992 universities, which enrol higher proportions of disadvantaged students and absorb greater social 

and academic risk despite occupying structurally weaker positions within the HE hierarchy. 

 

Taken together, the Augar Review constructs HE as a policy instrument whose legitimacy depends 

on demonstrable economic returns and measurable outcomes. In contrast to Robbins’ expansive 

moral–civic vision, Augar embeds social mobility within a performance-driven and fiscally 

constrained framework. While acknowledging the limits of participation-led strategies, the review 

stops short of interrogating the structural conditions that shape differential outcomes, thereby 

sustaining rather than resolving the long-standing tension at the heart of English HE policy. 

 

Since the publication of the Augar Review, this governance logic has been further institutionalised 

through revisions to the OfS regulatory framework, including changes effective from 1 May 2022 to 

quality and standards conditions B1, B2, B4 and B5, which place increased regulatory emphasis on 

continuation, completion and progression outcomes, thereby intensifying outcome-focused 

accountability. While formally distinct from the Augar Review, these developments reflect and 

extend its underlying discursive settlement, translating concerns with value, performance and 

outcomes into enforceable regulatory conditions. In this way, Augar’s framing of social mobility as 

an institutional responsibility rather than a structural or distributive challenge has continued to shape 

the regulatory landscape in which widening-participation institutions now operate. 

 

Discussion: discourse, ideology and the limits of participation-led reform 

 

Almost sixty years after the Robbins Report, the Review of Post-18 Education and Funding (Augar, 

2019) presents a markedly pessimistic assessment of social mobility in England, situating higher 

education policy within a wider context of long-term mobility stagnation. Drawing on international 

evidence indicating that intergenerational mobility has slowed markedly across advanced economies 

(OECD, 2018), the review nevertheless continues to frame education as ‘a potential means of thawing 
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this social permafrost’ (Augar, 2019: 23). This paradox captures the enduring tension between 

education as a ‘Great Equaliser’ and as a ‘Great Sieve’ that sorts individuals into pre-existing social 

positions (Husén, 1976: 411). 

 

While Augar presents evidence of increased participation among students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds since 2009, this expansion has not translated into improved aggregate mobility outcomes 

(Social Mobility Commission, 2019). The continued invocation of HE as a mobility engine therefore 

coexists with growing scepticism about the value and distributional effects of university participation 

(Brown and Carasso, 2013, p. 3; Callender, 2019). 

 

Ministerial statements during this period frequently combined critiques of so-called ‘low-value’ 

degrees with reaffirmations of the Robbins Principle. For example, in a 2020 speech, then Universities 

Minister Michelle Donelan argued that too many students were being recruited onto courses that 

failed to improve life chances, while simultaneously insisting that HE should remain open to those 

deemed capable of benefiting from it (Donelan, 2020). This coupling of value-based critique with 

meritocratic openness illustrates how concerns about outcomes and efficiency were discursively 

reconciled with an enduring commitment to access grounded in individual qualification, while leaving 

structural privilege and unequal conversion of credentials unaddressed. In doing so, attention is 

redirected away from structural determinants of graduate outcomes - including labour-market 

segmentation, institutional hierarchy and inherited advantage - and towards the perceived quality of 

courses and decisions made by students and institutions, thereby leaving existing patterns of privilege 

largely unchallenged. 

 

While this analysis focuses on the English higher education system, the dynamics identified here are 

not unique. Comparative research across OECD countries demonstrates that participation-led 

strategies have frequently failed to deliver sustained improvements in social mobility within 

massified higher education systems (OECD, 2018; Marginson, 2016). In many advanced economies, 

widening access has coexisted with persistent institutional stratification and unequal returns to 

credentials, particularly along lines of social class and institutional status. England can therefore be 

understood not as an outlier but as a particularly clear illustration of a broader international pattern in 

which market-based expansion increases participation without resolving underlying inequalities in 

opportunity and outcome. At the same time, the framing of social mobility remains historically 

and politically contingent, shaped by wider institutional priorities, governance traditions and 

differing conceptions of inequality (OECD, 2018). 
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This discourse operates across multiple levels of governance (Van Dijk, 2015). Augar (2019) 

functions at the macro-policy level, shaping regulatory frameworks and institutional incentives, while 

ministerial speeches operate at the micro-discursive level, reinforcing normative expectations about 

merit, choice and responsibility (Donelan, 2020). Together, these discourses form a coherent meso-

level narrative that legitimises regulatory intervention while sustaining meritocratic assumptions 

(Van Dijk, 2015). In Gramscian terms, this reflects a hegemonic settlement in which structural 

inequality is acknowledged rhetorically but addressed primarily through individualised and 

institutionalised mechanisms rather than broader social reform (Gramsci, 1971). 

 

Both Robbins and Augar are underpinned by enduring ideological commitments that shape how 

access, equity and social mobility are conceptualised in HE policy, central among which is 

meritocracy. These commitments are nevertheless expressed through markedly different policy 

instruments, accountability frameworks and expectations of institutional responsibility. The 

Robbins Principle - understood as the normative claim that access to HE should be governed by 

individual capability and qualification - continues to exert significant influence over contemporary 

access regulation and policy discourse (Hillman, 2023; Millward, 2023). In practice, meritocracy 

operates differently across the two reviews: in Robbins it is linked to expansion, civic inclusion 

and national development, whereas in Augar it is embedded within a marketised framework in 

which individual choice, value and measurable outcomes shape how merit is recognised and 

governed. While this framing appears to promote fairness by locating opportunity in individual 

capacity, it obscures the extent to which attainment itself is socially conditioned by prior educational 

advantage, family background and unequal access to cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997, 

p. 72; Husén, 1976). 

 

Although participation has expanded substantially since Robbins - including marked increases in 

women’s participation - this has not translated into equal access across social groups. Recent data 

show that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds - particularly White British males eligible for free 

school meals - remain among the least likely to progress to HE (DfE, 2024). This pattern illustrates a 

broader limitation of participation-focused policy: aggregate growth can coexist with persistent 

under-representation when intersections of class, gender and ethnicity are insufficiently addressed 

(Donaghy and Davies, 2026; Fuller, 2002). 

 

Robbins also reflected a form of economic liberalism characteristic of the post-war settlement, in 

which public investment in education was justified as a driver of economic growth and cultural 

development (Shattock, 2014; Hillman, 2023). At the time, public funding remained the dominant 
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assumption underpinning expansion, with student fees constituting only a limited element of 

overall system finance. Expansion was framed as both socially progressive and economically 

necessary, with limited attention paid to the long-term financial sustainability of the system (Shattock, 

2014). By contrast, Augar operates within a mature loan-funded system in which student 

contribution, fiscal sustainability and value for money are treated as structurally central to 

policy design (Brown and Carasso, 2013, p. 3; Augar, 2019; Callender, 2019). This reflects a 

substantial shift in governance logic, particularly through intensified regulatory oversight, 

outcome measurement and institutional accountability, while leaving intact the underlying 

meritocratic assumption that opportunity can be equalised primarily through educational 

access. 

 

The persistence of low social mobility amongst graduates - despite unprecedented participation 

growth - has been repeatedly highlighted in national policy reviews (Augar, 2019; Social Mobility 

Commission, 2019). Unlike Robbins, however, contemporary policy increasingly treats 

continuation, completion and graduate outcomes as indicators through which institutional 

effectiveness is judged, marking an important discontinuity in how responsibility for mobility 

is operationalised. This reflects a broader governance shift in which institutional performance 

is increasingly assessed through measurable outcomes, even where those outcomes remain 

strongly shaped by social and economic conditions beyond institutional control. Graduate 

outcomes are shaped not only by qualification level but by differential access to economic, social 

and cultural capital, which varies systematically by institution and social background 

(Tomlinson, 2017). The Social Mobility Commission’s State of the Nation report concludes that 

social mobility in Britain has stagnated across the life course, with advantage and disadvantage 

remaining strongly intergenerational (Social Mobility Commission, 2019). This echoes earlier 

critiques of Robbins, notably Crutchley’s argument that educational reform alone cannot dismantle 

entrenched systems of privilege without parallel social and economic change (1964). 

 

Institutional stratification further complicates the relationship between access and mobility. Although 

a higher proportion of disadvantaged students now enter HE, they remain disproportionately 

concentrated in less prestigious institutions, while selective universities continue to enrol more 

advantaged cohorts (Clancy and Goastellec, 2007; Sutton Trust, 2021a). The implications of this 

stratification are significant. Evidence suggests that disadvantaged students who attend elite 

universities experience substantially greater earnings mobility than those attending lower-status 

institutions, indicating that where students study matters as much as whether they study (Sutton Trust, 

2021b). However, from a Bourdieusian perspective, students from less privileged backgrounds may 
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also encounter cultural dislocation within elite environments, limiting the extent to which institutional 

access translates into comparable outcomes (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997). 

 

Taken together, these ideological continuities help to explain why HE policy has struggled to deliver 

its promised mobility effects. Meritocratic access, when pursued in isolation from structural reform 

and without attention to institutional hierarchies, risks reproducing inequality rather than alleviating 

it (Donaghy and Davies, 2026). This reinforces the need to move beyond participation metrics 

towards more distributionally sensitive measures of equity and outcome, particularly those that 

account for institutional stratification and differential returns to credentials. These implications are 

developed in the following section on policy implications and transferable lessons. 

 

A further implication of this analysis is that the persistent avoidance of structural stratification in HE 

policy may be best understood not as oversight but as political constraint. Addressing institutional 

hierarchy, differential returns to credentials and the unequal conversion of educational capital into 

social advantage would necessarily involve redistributing opportunity in ways that challenge the 

interests of already privileged groups (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997; Marginson, 2016). Such 

interventions are difficult to reconcile with short electoral cycles, risk-aversion in policymaking, and 

the reliance of governments on elite institutions as engines of prestige, economic growth and global 

competitiveness (Brown and Carasso, 2013; Shattock, 2014; Callender, 2019). From this perspective, 

both Robbins and Augar can be read as operating within the limits of what is politically feasible: 

Robbins achieved durability precisely because expansion could proceed without destabilising existing 

hierarchies (Scott, 2014; Hillman, 2023), while Augar seeks to manage inequality through regulation 

and accountability rather than structural redistribution (Augar, 2019; Regan and Richmond, 2024). 

The enduring influence of the Robbins framework suggests that meaningful reform requires policy 

settlements capable of transcending short-term political horizons (Gramsci, 1971; Scott, 2014). This 

raises the question of whether a contemporary settlement comparable in scope to Robbins is needed 

- one that situates HE reform within a broader social project explicitly oriented towards addressing 

societal stratification, rather than treating education as a compensatory mechanism for inequalities 

generated elsewhere (Marginson, 2021; Reay, 2017). 

 

Policy implications and transferable lessons 

 

Building on the preceding analysis, which demonstrates that HE policy has repeatedly avoided 

confronting structural stratification due to political, institutional and temporal constraints, the 

comparative analysis of Robbins (1963) and Augar (2019) offers several transferable lessons for HE 
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policymakers in England and internationally. These lessons are particularly salient in systems 

characterised by mass participation, funding pressure and persistent social inequality. 

 

First, access expansion alone is insufficient to deliver social mobility. Both Robbins and Augar 

position HE as a primary lever for social mobility, yet sustained participation growth has coexisted 

with deepening stratification between institutions and unequal labour-market returns. As Marginson 

(2016, p. 414; 2021) argues, mass systems of HE operate as positional markets in which the value of 

credentials is relational rather than absolute. Expansion therefore redistributes opportunity unevenly 

unless institutional hierarchy itself is addressed (Donaghy and Davies, 2026). While regulatory 

mechanisms such as Access and Participation Plans are intended to mitigate these effects, they remain 

limited where policy attention focuses primarily on entry rather than distribution within the system. 

Evidence from England and other massifying systems shows that students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds are disproportionately concentrated in lower-status institutions with weaker signalling 

power and graduate returns (Clancy and Goastellec, 2007; Boliver et al., 2022; Sutton Trust, 2021a). 

Policymakers should therefore complement participation targets with distributionally sensitive 

approaches that recognise where students study as a structural condition of mobility, using this insight 

to resource and support institutions enrolling higher proportions of disadvantaged students rather than 

penalising them through market-based performance metrics. 

 

Second, meritocratic framings continue to obscure the structural conditions shaping 

educational advantage and disadvantage, although the form meritocracy takes differs across 

policy regimes. In Robbins, this is linked to expansion and civic opportunity, whereas in Augar it 

is embedded within individualised choice and performance-based accountability. Across both 

Robbins and Augar, responsibility for educational success is located primarily in individual 

performance and choice, downplaying the cumulative effects of socio-economic background, 

schooling and unequal access to cultural, social and economic capital (Husén, 1976; Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1997; Reay, 2004). Students from disadvantaged backgrounds therefore tend to enter higher 

education with fewer resources, weaker professional networks and more limited access to elite labour 

markets, placing them at a systemic disadvantage relative to more privileged peers even where 

academic attainment is comparable or where students attend highly selective institutions (Reay, 2017; 

Sutton Trust, 2021b). As Reay (2017, p. 5) shows, this disadvantage is experienced not only 

materially but symbolically, shaping students’ confidence, sense of entitlement and capacity to 

convert credentials into opportunity. Policy frameworks that rely heavily on meritocratic selection 

and outcome-based measures thus risk legitimising unequal destinations as fair or inevitable, 

reinforcing a hegemonic “common sense” in which inequality is normalised rather than contested 
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(Gramsci, 1971; Ball, 2015). A key implication is the need to move beyond procedural fairness 

towards substantive equity in access regulation and funding design (Scott, 2014). 

 

Third, market-oriented accountability disproportionately penalises institutions serving 

disadvantaged students. Augar’s emphasis on value for money, quality thresholds and graduate 

outcomes reflects a broader international shift towards performance-based regulation and audit-

driven governance (Ball, 2015; Jongbloed et al., 2018). However, indicators such as graduate 

earnings, continuation rates and professional employment are not socially neutral. This outcome-

focused logic is now embedded within the English regulatory framework through the Office for 

Students’ quality and standards conditions, particularly B1, B2, B4 and B5, which place increased 

emphasis on continuation, completion and progression outcomes as markers of institutional quality 

(Office for Students, 2018; 2022). While framed as neutral measures of student protection and value, 

these conditions intensify the exposure of institutions enrolling higher proportions of disadvantaged 

students to regulatory risk, as performance thresholds take limited account of unequal student starting 

points, regional labour-market variation or differential access to social and cultural capital. 

 

For example, if continuation or progression thresholds are applied without adequate adjustment for 

local labour-market conditions and student composition, widening-participation providers can be 

flagged as higher regulatory risk even where teaching quality is strong, because measured outcomes 

partly reflect external constraints rather than institutional performance. This creates incentives 

towards risk-averse recruitment practices, particularly affecting groups more likely to be financially 

pressured, work while studying, or face regional opportunity constraints, thereby cutting against 

widening participation objectives. 

 

In this way, regulatory accountability mechanisms translate Augar’s market-oriented framing of 

mobility into enforceable conditions, reinforcing rather than mitigating the stratifying dynamics of 

mass higher education systems. Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of capital conversion, labour-market 

outcomes depend not only on qualifications but on access to networks, institutional prestige and 

inherited advantage (Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997). Marginson (2016) similarly 

shows that graduates from lower-status institutions face structural limits on economic and social 

return, regardless of individual effort or academic attainment. 

 

As a result, institutions enrolling higher proportions of students from disadvantaged backgrounds - 

often post-1992, regionally embedded or teaching-intensive universities - are systematically more 

likely to appear “low performing” within marketised accountability regimes, not because of 
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educational deficit but because their graduates encounter structural barriers beyond institutional 

control (Boliver et al., 2022; Sutton Trust, 2021b). These institutions undertake a disproportionate 

share of widening participation, access and retention work, frequently operating with fewer resources 

while absorbing greater academic and social risk (McCaig, 2015; Tomlinson, 2017). Yet the metrics 

through which performance is judged rarely account for unequal student starting points, differential 

labour-market contexts or the cumulative disadvantages faced by particular cohorts. 

 

From a policy perspective, this produces a perverse outcome: institutions doing the greatest amount 

of social justice “heavy lifting” are those most exposed to regulatory sanction, reputational damage 

and financial precarity (Brown and Carasso, 2013). In extreme cases, this dynamic risks institutional 

contraction or closure, reducing capacity in precisely those parts of the system that have historically 

widened access for under-represented groups (Sutton Trust, 2021a; Regan and Richmond, 2024). Far 

from enhancing social mobility, such outcomes risk narrowing opportunity and entrenching 

institutional stratification. 

 

Fourth, social mobility policy must be integrated across post-secondary education sectors. The 

persistent institutional and policy separation between higher and further education - reproduced in 

Augar and earlier reviews - has not merely limited the effectiveness of mobility interventions but has 

actively structured stratified pathways through post-18 education. In the absence of coherent and 

equally valued academic and vocational routes, students from less privileged backgrounds are 

disproportionately channelled into lower-status options with weaker labour-market returns, while 

more advantaged students retain access to pathways associated with institutional prestige and 

occupational advantage (Clancy and Goastellec, 2007; Regan and Richmond, 2024). 

 

As Marginson (2021) observes, such differentiation is a defining feature of mass higher education 

systems; however, policy responses have tended to treat sectoral hierarchy as a technical or economic 

issue rather than as a mechanism of social stratification. In doing so, post-18 policy frameworks risk 

reinforcing classed patterns of participation and progression, undermining claims that diversified 

pathways offer equivalent routes to mobility. 

 

Finally, HE cannot substitute for broader social and economic reform. Both Robbins and Augar 

implicitly over-attribute responsibility for social mobility to education policy. The evidence reviewed 

here reinforces longstanding arguments that educational expansion alone cannot overcome 

entrenched inequalities embedded in labour markets, welfare regimes and regional opportunity 

structures (Gramsci, 1971; Social Mobility Commission, 2019). As Reay (2017) and Marginson 
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(2016) both emphasise, education operates within wider fields of power that condition the conversion 

of credentials into advantage. For policymakers, this underscores the importance of embedding HE 

reform within broader social and economic policy frameworks rather than treating universities as 

standalone engines of equality (Brown and Carasso, 2013). 

 

Taken together, these lessons highlight a central tension in contemporary HE policy. While equity 

and social mobility remain stated objectives, reform efforts are constrained by short electoral cycles, 

fiscal pressures and the political sensitivity of redistribution. As a result, policy design frequently 

prioritises measurable outcomes and financial sustainability over structural reform, limiting the 

capacity of HE systems to deliver meaningful social mobility even where access continues to expand 

(Callender, 2019; Brown and Carasso, 2013). 

 

Conclusion 

 

This article has used Critical Discourse Analysis to examine how two landmark English policy 

reviews - Robbins (1963) and Augar (2019) - construct higher education (HE) as a mechanism for 

social mobility across contrasting political, social and economic contexts. While separated by almost 

six decades, both reviews position HE as a central policy solution to inequality, embedding strong 

normative claims about access, opportunity and national prosperity. The analysis demonstrates, 

however, that apparent continuity in policy ambition masks a substantive shift in policy problem-

framing and governance logic. 

 

Robbins articulated expansion as a public and civic project, grounded in collective benefit and social 

advancement, but relied heavily on meritocratic assumptions that left underlying social stratification 

largely unchallenged. Augar, operating within a mature mass system, reframes HE through a market-

oriented lens, emphasising affordability, value for money and regulatory intervention, while 

continuing to invoke social mobility as a desired outcome. Despite substantial differences in policy 

instruments and accountability mechanisms, both reviews sustain discourses that individualise 

responsibility and underplay the structural conditions shaping educational and labour-market 

outcomes. 

 

The central contribution of this article lies in its longitudinal, discourse-analytic comparison of these 

two canonical policy texts. By placing Robbins and Augar in direct dialogue, the analysis shows how 

social mobility has remained a stable policy aspiration while the discursive mechanisms through 

which it is pursued have shifted from civic expansion to conditional, performance-based regulation. 
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This reveals an important continuity in English HE policy - namely the repeated positioning of 

higher education as a corrective to inequality - while also demonstrating major shifts in how 

that ambition is governed, measured and enforced. As a result, successive policy regimes have 

continued to rely on participation-led reform even as evidence of stalled mobility and deepening 

stratification has accumulated. 

 

This contribution is particularly salient in the current policy context, in which HE institutions operate 

under intensified financial constraint, heightened regulatory scrutiny and increased reliance on 

outcome-based performance measures. As accountability frameworks increasingly privilege graduate 

earnings, continuation rates and market signalling, institutions enrolling higher proportions of 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds are disproportionately exposed to reputational and 

financial risk. The analysis presented here helps to explain why such effects are not incidental but 

structurally produced, arising from policy discourses that devolve responsibility for social mobility 

to institutions while leaving systemic stratification largely unexamined. 

 

The implications extend beyond institutions to the students they serve. Where funding pressures and 

marketised accountability reduce capacity in those parts of the system that have historically widened 

participation, the result is unlikely to be enhanced mobility. Instead, such trajectories risk narrowing 

access, reinforcing existing patterns of privilege and, in some cases, reversing previous gains—

particularly for students whose educational choices are already constrained by social, economic and 

geographic factors beyond institutional control. 

 

For policymakers, the central lesson is that widening participation cannot, on its own, deliver social 

mobility. HE can contribute to mobility only when policy frameworks explicitly account for 

institutional hierarchy, labour-market structure and wider social inequalities, and when responsibility 

is not displaced onto those parts of the system doing the greatest equity work. For researchers, the 

article demonstrates the value of Critical Discourse Analysis in revealing how policy language shapes 

the limits of reform. Without closer alignment between policy ambition, system structure and social 

context, the promise of higher education as a driver of social mobility is likely to remain more 

rhetorical than real. 
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