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UK

Delivery Partnership Steering Group

Progress Report No 7 – Delivery Partnership: Improving the higher education applications process 

Purpose

This report provides a summary of all the changes to the current higher education applications process undertaken by the Delivery Partnership from October 2006 to September 2008. These changes form part of a phased approach to reform of the applications process following the recommendations from Government to the outcomes of the former DfES-led consultation Improving the Higher Education Applications Process, (September 2005).   The Government response was supported and endorsed by Ministers in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland and recommended: 

i. Implementing a number of changes to the current system.
ii. An impact assessment of the reforms in 2010/11 with a view to considering further the implementation of a Post Qualification Application (PQA) process (i.e. no offers until after results are published) from 2012.
A copy of the full Government response can be downloaded at: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/consultations/conResults.cfm?consultationId=1346.) 

Advance notice of a forthcoming stakeholders’ conference, 21 November 2008

A conference outlining all the changes for phase 1 and plans for the next phase of activity will be outlined and discussed at a Delivery Partnership Stakeholders’ Conference on 21 November 2008 at Woburn House.  The Conference Agenda, Booking Form and event updates are available from the UUK events website at http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Events/Pages/Standing-Stakeholder-Conference-on-the-Delivery-Partnership.aspx .
Background: Stakeholder engagement

Background information on the work of the DPSG and the progress of its action plan, can be found at website address: http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/AboutUs/AssociatedOrganisations/Partnerships/Pages/AdmissionsDeliveryPartnership.aspx). 
The DPSG has met nine times between October 2006 and June 2008, and has over 30 participants drawn from a wide range of stakeholders.  The Delivery Partnership appreciates and acknowledges all the help and support of partner organisations such as UCAS, the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) Programme and the National Union of Students, as well as the admissions practitioners and school and college representatives and the awarding bodies.  This support has been essential in moving the agenda forward. 
Political context 
Although the former DfES established the project, an underlying principle throughout the process has been to identify a system which could operate across borders for the benefit of students wherever they may wish to study in the UK.  The work has therefore involved consultation and full engagement with the devolved Governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, all of whom are represented on the Steering Group as well as across all education stakeholders.  Bill Rammell, former Minister of State for Lifelong learning, Further and Higher Education, has taken a close interest in the work of the DP and has met regularly with the Chair, Sir Graeme Davies, Vice- Chancellor, University of London and Vice Chair Professor David Vaughan,  Principal (retired), Cumbria Institute of the Arts now University of Cumbria.  
Approach  
Although the DPSG has agreed that recommendations would generally be tackled on an individual basis it has also been accepted that it is important to take an holistic approach to reform, acknowledging that decisions on individual recommendations may impact (positively or negatively) on other recommendations.  

At the outset the DPSG accepted that changes would apply principally to home and EU students only, the DP is, however, also aware of the need to consider the potential impact of the individual proposals on the recruitment of international students.  Changes will affect International applicants alongside home applicants.   In view of this an International Officer, Joanne Purves of Northumbria University sits on the DPSG and consideration has been given to the potential impact on international applicants.  The DPSG is also working with the Equality Challenge Unit to consider the equality and diversity impact.  

Progress on recommendations 
The DPSG is taking seriously its role to promote and implement change.  Sir Graeme Davies, Chair of the Delivery Partnership has said: “The Delivery Partnership was established to simplify and improve the HE applications process and I think we’ve made tremendous progress in this regard so far. By enhancing the provision of information for both applicants and universities we will have a more efficient and transparent applications system.”   A summary of progress is outlined below: 
Entry Profiles (EPs) (Recommendation 1)
More information is now available for applicants to help them in making more informed decisions through the use of Entry Profiles. For 2009 entry profiles exist for 76.1 % of all courses which is about 38,000 out of just under 50,000 courses on Course Search on the UCAS website.  Entry Profiles are intended to give potential applicants specific information about the course, formal entry requirements and about the qualities and experiences higher education institutions (HEIs) are looking for in their applicants. The Entry Profiles are helping to ensure that every applicant has access to information about the full range of HE opportunities and can therefore apply to a course and institution which best meets their needs.  

This recommendation has been taken forward by an Entry Profiles Working Group (EPWG), chaired by Janet  Graham, Director of SPA.  The EPWG will work with UCAS to review progress on the development of EPs by HE provider institutions, how UCAS technology can be developed to support the production and updating of EPs, how HEIs can be encouraged to include more detail in EPs on their admissions decision making process and widen the range of qualifications they accept.  UCAS is focusing on supporting those institutions with only a limited number of EPs and provides free training on EP development.
Financial information (Recommendation 2) 
This recommendation proposed that applicants should have access to timely, accurate, and reliable information on the financial support available. UCAS and the Student Loan Company (SLC) have now agreed to data sharing arrangements  whereby student details which are in common to both applications are used to pre-populate the SLC application.  Scottish students do not apply for loans from SLC.    At present UCAS still separately collects and communicates details on financial support included as part of the Entry Profile Information. 
Launch of Unistats – www.unistats.com  (Recommendation 3)
The Unistats website (formerly the Teaching Quality and Information site) was launched by UCAS on the 26 November 2007.  The website is designed to provide prospective students with a wealth of information such as tariff scores, staying on rates, and graduate destinations.  This information will help applicants make decisions about entry to higher education along with the UCAS Course Search and Entry Profiles. 
Feedback: Statement of Good Practice (Recommendation 4)
This recommendation requested HEIs enhance feedback to unsuccessful applicants. Following a consultation in summer 2007, the DPSG - working with SPA - produced a statement of good practice on feedback to applicants who have been unsuccessful in gaining a place at an HEI. The statement was based on policies and practices already provided by many HEIs, and highlights that feedback should be given when requested by applicants.  The statement has now been circulated by SPA and the DPSG to all HEIs and institutions’ policies should be available on their websites by December 2008.   Work has taken place on the provision of electronic feedback on-line to UCAS from HEIs which can include the generation of text from codes and an area for free text.  Applicants will be able to view feedback provided through Track or on their decision letter. This will be in place for 2009 entry in both the UCAS and the GTTR schemes.  The DPSG, working with SPA and UCAS, will monitor the development of policies on feedback and how the electronic feedback options are being used.
Removal of predicted grades (Recommendation 5) 

The Government noted that opinion was divided on this proposal and proposed that predicted grades should remain in the short term while the other changes to the applications process were brought in. The DPSG has agreed that predicted grades remain in the short term and that this should be reviewed in 2010. 
Recording achievement: use of e-Portfolios (Recommendation 6) 
The DPSG is tasked with keeping in touch with developments in the e-portfolio and has investigated its potential role in the HE applications process.  The DPSG recognises that e-portfolios could be used in a variety of different ways and be useful as part of the admissions decision-making process, however, it is for individual stakeholders to decide which e-portfolio product would best suit their individual needs and circumstances.   
Further information is available from the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC).  They have carried out a number of projects on the use of e-portfolio tools and systems to support a range of purposes including: providing material for the application process; presenting a richer picture of learners’ achievements on application; supporting learning, teaching and assessment and supporting continuing professional development.  Professor Angela Smallwood’s presentation is available on the Delivery Partnership page on the UUK website and further information on e-portfolio development is available from: www.nottingham.ac.uk/eportfolio.  JISC has also produced a Briefing Note: e-Portfolios An overview of JISC activities, September 2007 available from http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/themes/elearning/eportfolios.aspx .
Investigation of the gathered field (Recommendation 7a)
The DPSG has been tasked with investigating the introduction of a gathered field whereby no early offers are submitted by HEIs to applicants before the deadline date of 15 January.  Progress reports 4 and 5 outlined the results of a DP Consultation on the gathered field, which revealed limited support for such a proposal. There was, however, considerable support for informing applicants who had been unsuccessful progressively rather than awaiting the deadline.  It was also evident that HEIs believed that they already conducted a fair system due to the ‘principle of equal consideration’ i.e. whereby all applicants must be treated equally by HEIs up until 15 January.  In view of this the DPSG agreed to produce a number of case-studies to illustrate how the current system works.  These case-studies will also be used to model the impact of no early offers and will be available in the autumn 2008. This would be a topic that the DPSG would return to consider at future meetings.

The DPSG’s view is that an increased number of clear and transparent Entry Profiles, together with enhanced feedback might go a long way towards changing any perceptions of unfairness in admissions by some stakeholder groups. 
Reduction from six to five applications (Recommendation 7a)   

The reduction in the number of choices an applicant can make from six to five was one of the first recommendations implemented by the DPSG and was aimed at making the system less burdensome and to help ensure that applications are carefully targeted.   Whilst this change - introduced for the first time this year (for students entering in 2008/09) – has meant fewer applications in nearly all subject categories compared to last year, it has not had a negative impact on the numbers applying. The UCAS figures show an overall increase in applications as of 26 August stands at 9.4%, with the total number of applicants up from 512,365 last year to 560,441 now.  [Note: About 2% of the increase is accounted for by applicants to courses that were previously part of the Nursing and Midwifery Admission Service (NMAS).] 
The facility to make further applications - extension of UCAS Extra (Recommendation 8) and publication of vacancy lists (Recommendation 9)  
The UCAS Extra system allows applicants who are not holding any offers to apply through 'Extra' for another course with vacancies before results are published and Clearing starts.  At the instigation of the DPSG, the time period for the use of Extra was extended for entry in 2008 with first referrals starting on 26 February 2008 with the final referral allowed on 7 July 2008. This provided an opportunity for applicants with no offers to find a place earlier than ever before and prior to starting any examinations they may be taking.  Within this period, applicants can receive decisions and continue to refer themselves if required where vacancies remain.  Use of the EXTRA process has been promoted and published throughout the process.  

The courses that have vacancies through Extra are flagged on the UCAS Course Search.  As a result of a decision by the UCAS Board vacancies for 2009 will be distinguished by Home/EU or International places.     
The DPSG has also emphasised the importance of advice and guidance in ensuring the successful use of the process. It is hoped that by opening EXTRA earlier more applicants will feel that they have the opportunity to make an additional choice   At the close of Extra in 2007 the process had been used by 7,285 applicants, at the same stage in 2008 10,341 applicants had elected to use Extra, the comparative figures for acceptances will be available at the end of the application cycle.

HEIs to continue their work to ensure against unfair competition for places between pre-qualified and other home EU students and international applicants (recommendations 10 and 11) 

The Government recommendations proposed that HEIs continue the mechanisms already in place to ensure against unfair competition for places between international, pre-qualified and other home and EU students.  It was, however, acknowledged that the DPSG would need to consider any possible implications for recruitment of international students flowing from the reforms proposed.  In light of this, in December 2007 a small reference group prepared an analysis of the potential impact on international applicants. This has been considered by a number of groups including the UCAS International Group and the Universities UK International and European Policy Committee.  The DPSG continues to keep a watching brief as the reforms are developed.  
Students to continue to hold up to two offers (Recommendation 12) and to rank them as first firm and insurance choices (Recommendation 13) 
The Government recommended that the insurance choice should remain. The DPSG has agreed that this should be revisited in the 2010 review in light of possible changes to students’ behaviour as a result of the reforms. 
Ability to make fresh applications if an applicant has achieved higher grades than their

conditional offer by 2009 entry (known as the ‘adjustment period’)  (Recommendation 14)
The DPSG has been tasked with devising a process for applicants to be able to make a fresh application if they exceed their conditional firm offer.  This is one of the key recommendations of the reform process and has been led by Professor Steve Smith, Vice-Chancellor, University of Exeter, who chairs the Timings and Adjustment Working Group (TAG), consisting of a number of HE practitioners together with representatives from schools, NUS and the Awarding Bodies.  

In view of the importance of engaging stakeholders in this process, the TAG agreed at the outset that they would engage all stakeholders in taking forward this proposal, recognising that it was essential that HEIs, colleges and schools had an opportunity to influence and shape the final output.  As such since Spring 2007 the TAG has consulted widely on a number of models including a comprehensive consultation with all stakeholders in May 2007 along with consultations at the Delivery Partnership conferences in May and December 2007. On the basis of the feedback provided, TAG proposed the development of an adjustment period.  This has now been formally agreed by the DPSG.
In a small number of cases, an applicant may achieve better results than required for the firm offer they have accepted and may therefore wish to reconsider their choice. So, from August 2009, applicants who have achieved better results than required for the offer they have accepted will, for a short time (5 days), be able to look for an alternative course that has places available whilst still holding their original choice.  UCAS expects to release details of the process in early autumn.   UCAS will update key stakeholders on this new process at periodic intervals.
Simplifying the applications process for art and design (Recommendation 16) 

The Art and Design Working Group, chaired by David Vaughan,  Principal (retired), Cumbria Institute of the Arts now University of Cumbria and Vice Chair of the Delivery Partnership Steering Group conducted a consultation in Spring of 2008.    The outcomes of the Spring DP consultation on simplifying the art and design process were considered by the DPSG meeting in June.  The main changes arising as a result of the consultation which have been agreed are outlined below.   These will apply to the admissions cycle for 2010 entry, operating from September 2009. 
· that Route B, sequential and preferential processing is set aside;

· that Art & Design cannot be treated as a segregated group for admissions processing;

· that mechanisms are put in place within UCAS systems for processing information about “material evidence” and for interviewing;

· that courses are able to be designated as full or as closed after the equal consideration date;

· that suitable material on interviewing/material evidence is added to course information.

The DPSG will now work with relevant groups/organisations to ensure there is the advice and support necessary for those providers where programmes have recruited significantly through Route B; and to explore and scope out further with UCAS and admissions practitioners during autumn 2008 the practicalities with

regard to interviewing/face to face consideration, the use of portfolio/other material evidence, to enable defined proposals to be developed through the change mechanisms within UCAS.

Outstanding issue - question of deadline dates
The key change still under debate is on the question of deadline dates for equal consideration of applications. The DPSG has referred this complex area to a Scoping Group, chaired by David Vaughan,  Principal (retired), Cumbria Institute of the Arts now University of Cumbria and Vice Chair of the Delivery Partnership Steering Group , which consists of a number of DPSG members across all stakeholders and additional HE admissions practitioners.  This group has met and deliberated over the summer and a report with recommendations for action will go to the next DPSG on 7 October 2008.  This remains outstanding.  In issuing material for admissions 2009-10 higher education providers are advised to note that the deadline dates will be confirmed by the DPSG and the UCAS Board in December 2008.
Changing the time at which exam results are published (Recommendations 19 /20)

These Recommendations were proposed by the Government to remove any disadvantage for applicants taking vocational qualifications that could arise due to a lack of information about the HE timetable or due to receiving results at a later date than A levels and other qualifications such as Highers.  Attention was drawn to ensuring that the needs of those taking vocational qualifications are properly understood and safeguarded.   A Vocational Working Group, led by Professor Noel Lloyd will be discussing this.  Vocational Working Group Meetings are scheduled for 1 October and 26 November from 14.00 – 16.00 at Woburn House, Universities UK.
Importance of information advice and guidance 
Many of the changes being made to the decision process focus on the type and quality of information that is available to applicants to make their choices.  The DPSG has emphasised to Government that it is essential that applicants schools, and parents are not only aware of the current changes to 14-19 education in England and the reforms of the applications process but that students have access to guidance to help them interpret the information so that they can best match their aspirations, knowledge and skills to the right higher education course.   Those responsible for providing information, advice and guidance to potential applicants will be critical in providing timely, high-quality, information and advice on these changes.  It is important that applicants are aware of how GCSE and A Level and 14+ choices of qualifications might or might not restrict HE application choices, how the selection process operates including the availability and role of EXTRA, and how fairness and transparency is ensured. The DPSG will continue to forge links with guidance services. 
Next steps

The DPSG has two further meetings in 2008, 7 October and 11 December.
Further information 

Enquiries regarding the work of the Delivery Partnership or feedback on planned or future activities should be
directed to your organisation representative; or The DPSG secretariat:


Alice.Hynes, Guild HE (alice.hynes@GuildHE.ac.uk), 

Fiona Waye, Universities UK (fiona.waye@universitiesUK.ac.uk) 

September 2008 Copyright in this paper, and any or all of its attachments unless stated otherwise, is vested in Universities UK and GuildHE. Persons in receipt of it at institutions in membership of Universities UK may copy it in whole or in part solely for use within their institutions. 
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