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Background

There is considerable interest in the use of contextual data in higher education admissions in the UK.  In admissions and widening participation terms this is defined as putting attainment in the context of the circumstances in which it has been obtained.  Contextual data is not only of interest to the HE sector, but to governments (for example in England it’s referred to in the HE White Paper and in the social mobility strategy) to schools/colleges and the media. 
Current position

1. SPA Contextual Data Survey of HEIs was run in July 2011 on the current and possible future use of contextual data and received 94 responses.  This has been analysed and shows that the use of contextual data is set to increase in future.
2. SPA Contextual Data Research Project - There is not a shared understanding across the sector of the purpose of contextual data, the methodologies used, and the value it adds.  The institutional research base to date has been detailed, but typically considers institutions in isolation and as a consequence has given a fragmented view of the sector-wide picture.  There is a need for a research project to give an overview through a consistent description and assessment of the use of contextual data across a number of institutions.  SPA has initiated a short contextual data research project research to find out in detail about current practices in using contextual data at a selection of UK universities and colleges.  The research will result in a report for SPA which will: 

· Provide a sector-wide overview of the use, purposes, methodologies and value of contextual data through a consistent description and assessment of the practices within 15 UK universities and colleges; 

· Identify particularly successful examples of using contextual data and highlight new and innovative practice and ideas; 

· Develop recommendations about which data and methodologies could be adapted by institutions across the HE sector. 

A team of three researchers have been commissioned (from BSV associates and the ARC network) to undertake this research which will be completed by December 2011. The main trust of their work will examine and analyse:
· what contextual data is being used 

· how it is being used in admissions (e.g. admissions decision making, interviewing, tracking and monitoring) 

· whether they may use the initial contextual data that will be available via UCAS

· details of the contextual data methodology chosen and its rationale

· the in-house analysis of the effects

· the value added to their institutional strategy 

· how the process and practice of using the data are made transparent and easy to understand for applicants and advisers

· how the contextual data policy is communicated to the media
The team will be analysing existing data and will be conducting a interviews with staff in a selection of universities and colleges throughout the UK and from different mission groups in order to engage with and understand the approach used for contextualised admissions and the emerging issues.

3. UCAS delivery of data to institutions in the UCAS scheme for 2012 entry – An initial set of data is being provided by the education departments of the different administrations around the UK via UCAS to HEIs. The list of what is being provided for 2012 entry can be seen on the SPA website at http://www.spa.ac.uk/contextual-data/contextual_data_items.html 

HEIs have to sign up to take the data from UCAS and by September 2011 there were 273 institutions out of the 304 in the UCAS scheme signed up to take the data.  It should be noted that at many institutions this maybe for research purposes or for piloting rather than for actual admissions decision making. Under the institution data section of Course Search on the UCAS website institutions will be requested to state their institution’s policy towards the use of Contextual Data.  This may link directly to the HEI website or give a paragraph or two on their policy, if indeed they intend to use contextual data within the admissions process.  SPA urges institutions using this data to be open and transparent in how and when it is used within the application cycle.
The data set via UCAS is very much an initial set of data, it provides general context but not individual context, and SPA is keen that contextual data can be developed further.  This could be in progression to HE data (available already in Scotland and mentioned as a possibility in the HE white paper in England  - paragraph 5.15 states the government will introduce a ‘destinations measure’ for schools of how well pupils do when they leave school, including information on how many progress to higher education) and/or more specific data (such as Communities First Data in Wales) or in the longer run much more focussed on the individual, as is available in countries such as the USA from data items supplied at the time a student takes the SAT or ACT test.
4. The Learning Records Service – previously MIAP 
Managing Information Across Partners has been working on other aspects of data which may impact contextual data.  With the increasing use of the Unique Learner Number (ULN) and the PLR (Pupil Learner Record) the electronic provision via UCAS of validated GCSE results from Awarding Bodies as part of UCAS Apply will move a step closer.  A MIAP-JISC-UCAS-HEI pilot project on the transfer of data between the PLR and HEIs via UCAS ran during 2010.  

· For example at Keele University explored with a sample of school and college partnership members sharing ULNs in relation to pre-application/outreach engagement – to identify guidance and good practice protocols in developing agreements, data protection/data protocols and learner involvement records. This will lead on to the potential tracking of learners engaged in outreach activities and longitudinal analysis that existing data contained in the PLR could provide. 

· UWE are looking at their various systems, business processes and data sources to see if this can be stream lined within the applicant journey, their pilot looked at verified qualifications information exchange and improved data quality.  
· HESA also had a pilot project to understand the significance of provenance and management of data as it ‘moves’ from an original source in and around the sector, how is data changed, edited or even corrupted in transit. 
· The ULN is being rolled out for those aged 14 across all state schools in Wales from September 2011.  

4.  SPAs continuing work on contextual data and information on the SPA website
a) SPA will follow up the issues and data from both the survey and research project and will liaise with HEIs with regard to how they will be using contextual data within admissions decision making in England within the parameters of the new student number control system. The HEFCE teaching funding and student number controls changes for 2012-13 which include the core and margin issues, the use of contextual data maybe more limited or need to be revisited at institutions, both research selective and recruiting, which could have a negative impact on social mobility.
b) SPA is planning to draw up proposals for a longitudinal study over 10 years, working with Mark Corver at UCAS, HEIs and HESA (and maybe OFFA) this is subject to talking with the different groups and funding.  
c) National contextual data group - SPA chairs an ad hoc group of independent and state schools organisations, a number of research intensive universities, UUK, GuildHE, AoC and UCAS. This group discusses contextual data developments and use within the HE sector and has met three times in the last 18 months.
5. National context – continuing developments
SPA is expecting that the use of contextual data will increase over the next few years as

a) The use of contextual data in England was endorsed by the Secretary of State in his letter to OFFA with regard to Access Agreements, which was then covered by OFFA in its guidance to HEIs in March 2011. So extra impetus for contextual data use has been given in England in Access Agreements and in Wales through Fee Plans.  
b) The government strategy on UK social mobility, issued 5 April 2011, Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers highlights issues around contextual data in Chapter 4 Transitions, two key HE indicators are proposed for BIS.
i. Progression of pupils aged 15 to higher education at age 19 (free school meal at age 15, non-free school meal at age 15 and gap)

ii. Percentage of young people who go on to the 33% most selective higher education institutions (gap between students educated at state school and independent school)
SPA wrote to BIS with regard to the consultation on statistics that measure the progress of children from disadvantaged backgrounds to Higher Education that closed in August 2011 with regard to the single measure of free school meal at age 15.  SPA believes that that a number of measures or indicators should be used to measure disadvantage and progression to HE. If this measure is to be used HEIs should have access to it, and it is currently not available to them.

c) A Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission. In August 2010, Alan Milburn was appointed as Independent Reviewer on Social Mobility and access to higher education is his priority for his first year, reporting 2012.  A social mobility round table was held on 21 July 2011 with a cross section of prominent academics, experts and practitioners, as part of a series of summer consultation events to get at the heart of the issues surrounding social mobility in HE,  to which SPA contributed.  More evidence was welcomed after the meeting via the Cabinet Office the wider review that closed on 16 October milburnreview@cabinet-office.x.gsi.gov.uk 
Janet Graham, Director of SPA, October 2011
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