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We hope to receive a high level of response to this consultation from all those who have a stake in the higher education admissions process.  We want to understand as fully as possible those aspects of the proposals which you support and those which cause concern.  Where there are perceived problems, we encourage you to put forward preferred solutions.  All your responses will be carefully analysed and a summative report will be published in March 2012.
In order to assist with the analysis and evaluation of responses, we would be grateful if you would provide us with the information requested below. Please note that any information given will be held by us and will only be used for the purposes of consultation and research.  You are not required to provide your name but we will treat your identity in confidence if you do give it to us.

	
Name
	
Janet Graham


	
Job title
	
Director


	
Organisation
	
Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme (SPA)




	 Are you replying as an individual or on behalf of your organisation?


	
On behalf of my organisation




	Please indicate which of the following categories applies to you/your organisation?

	
Higher Education - University
Higher Education - College
Higher Education – Private provider
School
FE college
Applicant or potential applicant
Parent of an applicant or potential applicant
Government body
Non-Government body
HE sector body
Other (please state)

	
Please enter one of these categories below:

HE sector body



SPA welcomes the opportunity provided by the UCAS Admissions Process Review for the HE and Pre HE Sector to discuss and examine the current system and make suggestions around the proposals from UCAS that will improve the process of applying and being admitted to higher education in the UK.  The SPA Steering Group, chaired by Professor Sir Steve Smith, considered and approved SPA’s draft response.  
SPA will continue to highlight the importance of ensuring that any new system facilitates fair admissions and is realistic in terms of what is achievable within any timetable for reform – for HEIs, applicants, schools and colleges, awarding bodies and UCAS.
SPA would welcome UCAS’s consideration of evaluating how the UCAS admissions process fits within the overall applicant experience which encompasses all the opportunities or points of interaction between higher education and a potential student.  Such experience affects whether or not an individual becomes a higher education student, and indeed whether or not an individual chooses to apply to higher education in the first place.  The application process is a key element of the applicant experience, and fundamental to the whole student experience[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  www.spa.ac.uk/applicant-experience - SPA’s guide to managing the applicant experience and strategy [Accessed 19 January 2012]] 

The UK has one of the best central applications processes there is. If the system is to be changed radically, the benefits (that is efficiencies to both applicants and HEIs) must outweigh any costs. Given that these changes will take time to implement it is important, for applicants and from a UK higher education reputation perspective, that the current system is not perceived to be ‘broken’.
SPA is keen to contribute to the discussion and exploration of how the outcomes of the consultation can be taken forward with UCAS, UUK/ GuildHE/AoC, HEIs and the pre-HE sector, to ensure improvements provide a fair admissions process, aid transparency and support widening inclusion.



	Application post-results: proposed system



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	 (APR Consultation ref 23.6.1)
A system of application post-results would deliver a fairer admissions process because the applicant would submit actual results and the reliance on predicted grades would be removed

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.2)
Applying post-results will not necessarily have positive impacts on equality and diversity.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.3)
Two choices is an adequate number for Apply 2, allowing applicants both an aspirational and a more realistic application.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.4)
A system of application post-results may encourage a mechanistic approach to admissions with contextual and other data used less effectively.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.5)
The lack of flexibility in the proposed post-results system may mean that HEIs are forced to reject candidates they might have accepted in the current system.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.6)
Giving young applicants more time to make application decisions recognises how much they mature over the final year at school or college.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.7)
A post-results system will not be agile enough to provide a better experience for all groups of students; those with A levels, those with Scottish Highers and those with other academic or vocational qualifications.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 23.6.8) Please specify any particular group of students whose needs would be less well met in a post-results system

	The proposal is mainly based on young A level school leavers.  Applicants with other qualifications, 
· vocational or academic, 
· those with combinations of qualifications, 
· those with different examination result dates (e.g. those in Scotland) 
will be adversely impacted by the short timescale of the proposed admissions process itself.
Mature students who often have less guidance and support, plus they often take qualifications where results do not come out at the same time as the majority of qualifications, may also be adversely impacted.
Disabled applicants may not have sufficient time to be assessed and secure the funding they need, unless they can apply earlier in order to enable assessments to take place and ensure HEIs are able to put adjustments in place for teaching and learning, Disabled Students’ Allowance arrangements and vital support services such as specific accommodation needs.
Applicants to specialist courses such as the performing arts and art and design who need portfolio development time as well as time for portfolio review or auditions would also have their needs less well met under current proposals.  Applicants with pre-sessional courses requirements may also be adversely impacted.
Courses that interview such as professional courses, high demand courses or where there are non-academic requirements such as CRB checks, health checks etc. would also find the shorter timescale challenging.
Aspirational choices for some widening participation applicants may be negatively affected and restricted by a post-results system, particularly those who do not have access to reliable and effective information, advice and guidance. Without reliable, professional advice in relation to the interpretation of HEIs’ published entry criteria, it is highly likely these applicants could be disadvantaged and may be deterred from applying.   Such students may not have the background knowledge or social networks that other students may have.  The perception maybe that their achieved results might not be good enough (as they do not exactly match the published entry criteria) however, in the new competitive environment HEIs’ criteria may change, either up or down, as the application periods progress.
HEIs with compact schemes or progression agreements for students in the final year of school before transition to higher education may have to rethink how these schemes operate in order that widening participation students continue to be supported in the pre application, application and post applications stages. 
Widening participation students who would normally attend summer schools would be disadvantaged, if these could not be accommodated elsewhere in the year.  For example it has been shown[footnoteRef:2] that non-privileged young people have a higher chance of going to a leading university if they attend a week-long university summer schools. [2:  Press releasehttp://www.bris.ac.uk/news/2012/8167.html University of Bristol, 18 January 2012. Dr Tony Hoare and Rosanna Mann looked at 1,750 students who attended summer schools and found 76 % of the Sutton Trust summer school attendees went on to a leading university  [Accessed 20 January 2012]] 

Students progressing from being in care or students who are carers, often need more time to plan and make arrangements before the start of their HE programme than other applicants, a shorter timescale may disadvantage them.
All applicants who rely on student support via the Student Loans Company, SASS etc. would need reassurance that short timescales between application and course start would allow sufficient time for financial aid assessment to be carried out to enable access to funds at the start of the courses.  This may also impact widening participation (WP) students who in England may be potential recipients of the NSP as there would only be a short period for application, assessment by Student Finance England and the HEI and notification to the student. For applicants with disabilities, late application and receipt of an offer may reduce time for assessment of support needs and delay access to the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA).
All applicants sitting examinations in the year they apply, as against those applying with results from previous years, will have to wait far longer before being considered for a place, putting them at a disadvantage compared to those already with results and leaving them competing for fewer places (UCAS APR findings estimate 17% of places may be taken up before Apply 2 starts). For some courses this may result in places being filled in Apply 1, with no opportunity for the bulk of applicants applying in Apply 2. 
Applicants for courses starting in January, April etc. (e.g. those courses with multiple/variable start dates) would not necessarily be less-well met by a post-results system, but there is no evidence to suggest their needs would be any better met. They would need to be accommodated in a fairer way in any new system than they are currently.



	Please enter any further comments about this section, proposed post results system, below

	SPA is supportive of the decision to review the current system.  The HE sector should have the opportunity to decide whether or not the proposals are feasible within the context of genuine discussion with applicants, schools and colleges and other stakeholders. If some of the proposals are not supported, the alternatives and suggestions made, together with the evidence for the other models and options that UCAS has considered, need to be examined by UCAS – working collaboratively with institutions, the pre-HE sector and SPA, to look beyond 2014 and explore flexible or hybrid options and new approaches that would lead to further improvements.
The proposals for Applications Post Results denote a significant change to the applications process, and whether this is deliverable, particularly within the 2016/17 timeframe, will depend on a number of factors from the sector and beyond. 
Evidence base for the proposals:  SPA welcomes the summary evidence published by UCAS on its website with regard to HEIs, but was disappointed that this did not reflect more fully the enormous amount of data, evidence and views collected from the HE sector and other stakeholders during the review process.  We had particular concerns with regard to the admissions cost calculations[footnoteRef:3]  for the current admissions systems as some timings used to work out the costs seem, in our experience and in talking to HE institutions, to be overestimated.  This, we believe, resulted in the figures given for the cost saving of the proposed system also being overestimated.  [3:  UCAS report that institutions currently process 9.3 million transactions at an indicative costing of £26 million to place 487,300 applicants. It is suggested that this would reduce to 2.2 million transactions costing £2.2 million (see page 37 of the Consultation and References 4, 14 and 17 in the APR consultation evidence base document, 27 October 2011) www.ucas.com/documents/admissionsprocessreview/APR_Consultation_evidence_base.pdf  [Accessed 19 January 2012]] 

Paragraph 23.4 on page 35 is the first mention in the consultation that the proposed system would not rely on results alone.  SPA agrees with the acknowledgment that assessing merit and potential holistically are important aspects of HE institutions autonomy in making admissions decisions.  The current proposals, however, focus on young full-time applicants with A levels, and a fair, broader holistic approach does not feature highly in the consultation.  In any new system SPA would want to work with UCAS and support the HE sector in examining how widening inclusion, the increased provision and quality of contextual data via UCAS and the how the use of contextual data within institutions, could be supported within the application processes.  
23.6.1 Predicted grades. The UCAS review asserts that the current application process is not well understood.  
· A number of institutions do look at qualifications, including those gained at Level 2 (GCSE or equivalent, holistically together with other factors. Students studying A-level or BTEC Level 3 qualifications (and it is acknowledged that these groups together still constituting a majority of applicants) already have results gained (AS results, UMS marks or results from BTEC units) before applying, and as such their predicted grades are relatively reliable as they are based on known data. However it is acknowledged that predicted grades, especially with new student number controls, may become more of an issue.
· Predicted entry requirements.  An Applications Post Results model is predicated on applicants with results knowing which courses will accept those results and making an accurate match. It is therefore assumed that HEIs will adhere to published entry requirements and consider all applicants meeting those requirements even if courses could be filled by applicants with higher grades. If not, then the current uncertainty over what grades applicants will achieve could be replaced by uncertainty over what grades applicants will need.  In the new competitive environment HEIs’ criteria may change, either up or down, as the application periods progress.  
23.6.3	Two choices at Apply 2 stage may result a reduction in the cost to process admissions; but UCAS proposes placing a much greater emphasis on the need for relationship building with applicants throughout the year.  While institutions do currently engage with enquirers prior to the UCAS application in many ways, such as: school and college liaison, through HE fairs, outreach, aspiration raising, working with care leavers, widening inclusion and ‘conversion’ activities and many also have sophisticated customer relationship management systems.  It is likely that there will have to be additional expenditure to ensure that institutions are able to recruit the correct number of students.  Consequently it is possible that any savings in admissions processing will be offset by additional expenditure on outreach and marketing.
· It seems to SPA that the premise proposed is that applicants with results will be able to make an accurate match, removing uncertainty over whether or not they are suitable. Even if this is valid, then we are unclear what would constitute an aspirational application as all well-informed choices would be realistic (they would be ill advised to apply for a course they don’t meet the requirements for). Two realistic choices may be reasonable in such a situation. However, we believe the premise is flawed. Applicants will still make unsuitable choices and selective courses will still have the inefficiencies of processing applications they will not consider, whilst recruiting courses may end up more reliant on Apply 3. In such a situation two choices may not be sufficient.
· HE providers will find it difficult to predict the correct number of offers to make in anything more than a single/sequential/ranked choice. This will be particularly acute in the first few years of change, when there is no useful historical data for comparison, and this should be reviewed against a background of untested changes in terms of tuition fees, student financial aid and student number controls that are different round the UK.  This may result in some institutions over-recruiting, whilst others would be likely to be cautious in Apply 2 and place greater reliance on Apply 3.  
23.6.6	No evidence is provided to show that giving young applicants more time to make their application will be used to lead to any improvement in decision making.
Also, schools and colleges have commented that an early conditional offer motivates some of their learners to improve over the final year. Some consideration on the extent to which this contributes to perceived maturing would be beneficial and could lead to developing alternative interactions to ensure such study benefits are not lost, if conditional offers are removed.





	Application post-results: widening participation



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 24.8.1)
A wider group of applicants would be encouraged to make more aspirational applications with the confidence of knowing they have achieved appropriate qualification results.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4



	(APR Consultation ref 24.8.2)
Applicants would be deterred from making aspirational applications by having to make decisions quickly and being restricted to two choices. 

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2




	(APR Consultation ref 24.8.3)
Applicants may not understand the importance of contextual data and would be deterred from applying for some courses if they have not achieved the grades.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 24.8.4)
Widening participation would be supported by more constructive and focussed advice and guidance.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

1



	(APR Consultation ref 24.8.5) How do you think a system of application post results could be managed to enable it to promote widening participation?

	
SPA would be happy to discuss and explore how widening inclusion can be embedded in any new system with the HE sector, UCAS and the pre-HE sector, preferably within a fixed time period.


	Please enter any further comments about this section below

	
24.8.1 The phrase ‘appropriate qualification results’ is not a helpful concept.  HEIs will have to move their accepting levels in the light of actual application numbers, so applicants will not, in fact, be better informed as to entrance requirements.  This will deter applicants from making aspirational applications.

24.8.4 If such advice and guidance was available that would be good – but there is no evidence that it will, in fact, be available.
Additional resources from a central point, offering high quality IAG in the new environment, might mitigate the high risk of poor IAG at the local level in the first few years of change, as HE advisors will have no experience of the new system, the different market dynamic or shifting HE behaviour.




	Application post-results: Efficiency improvements



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 25.18.1)
A post-results system is an efficient system as fewer applications require processing by HEIs.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4



	(APR Consultation ref 25.18.2)
A more efficient streamlined process would enable HEIs to make financial savings.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:
3




	(APR Consultation ref 25.18.3)
A more streamlined process would make the process easier for applicants to navigate.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:
2





	(APR Reference 25.18.4) What disadvantages in terms of process efficiency, if any, could be experienced by HEIs, applicants or advisers as a result of a post-results system?

	
· Disabled applicants may not have sufficient time to be assessed and secure the funding they need, unless they can apply earlier in order to enable assessments to take place and ensure HEIs are able to put adjustments in place for teaching and learning, Disabled Students’ Allowance arrangements and vital support services such as specific accommodation needs.
· Student finance and support.  Institutions need to plan for, and applicants need to apply for/finalise, student loan applications and bursary/scholarship support including that which is available for care leavers, before the start of the year.  There could be a considerable impact on institutions timing and provision of course data and fees and the subsequent actions required by the Student Loan Company, Student Awards Agency for Scotland (SAAS) and other organisations to action these.
· HEI change management. Some HEIs, particularly those with fewer resources, may struggle to implement the significant structural and IT changes required to make this process efficient (particularly in terms of automated processes, data management, real-time statistical analysis and bulk transactions) due to both financial and timescale constraints. This may lead to them failing to meet deadlines, making poor decisions and increasing errors, to both the institutions’ and applicants’ detriment.
· Accommodation.  Consideration needs to be given to ensuring applicants can arrange accommodation once a place has been confirmed and to ensuring sufficient time to manage the process effectively, both via private providers and HEIs’ accommodation offices. 




	Please enter any further comments about this section below

	
25.18.2 Financial savings? -There is no guarantee costs will go down merely because total UK choices do.  Institutions with ‘selecting courses’ that expect to be first or second choice currently may not see a drop, whilst those more likely to be third, fourth or fifth choice may find themselves even more reliant on a more costly Apply 3 process. 
· The total cost may be higher in the short to medium term as HEIs are likely to need to make changes to their technological infrastructure, although there may be savings in the longer term.
· It is important, however, to look at all areas of an HEI’s operation; while it is possible (though unproven) that there will be savings to HEIs in their admissions operations, it is important to be sure that retention will not be compromised and that all other areas of the HEI’s academic and support work will not encounter any increase in costs.
· However, there are likely to be cost implications and risks, particularly for high demand courses/ institutions, associated with building relationships, interviewing potential students etc. before the formal application is made and the applicant’s commitment is uncertain.

25.18.3 Easier to navigate process? This is true if the process is, in reality, more streamlined.  The proposed process is different, but is not necessarily more streamlined, and would require good advice and guidance – which may not be available.
	Steps would need to be taken to ensure that ease of navigation did not come at the cost of transparency or student support.





	Application post-results: International and part-time students


	
To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?

	(APR Consultation ref 26.5.1)
It is desirable for international applicants to apply through a centralised system and not direct to HEIs.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2




	(APR Consultation ref 26.5.2)
It is desirable for part-time applicants to apply through a centralised system and not direct to HEIs.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3




	(APR Consultation ref 26.5.3)
Access to improved data about international and part-time applications will be a benefit of being part of a central admissions service.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2



	(APR Consultation ref 26.5.4)
The proposed new process has the capacity to offer greater flexibilities which will support international and part-time admissions.

	1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4




	Please enter any further comments about this section below

	
26.5.3 Improved data on international and part-time
· While this is desirable in view of issues such as the needs of the UKBA and Tier4, the system must also take into account the very different requirements of international applicants.
26.5.4 The current proposal gives little specific consideration of the needs of either part-time or international applicants so it is difficult to comment on whether their different requirements have been met.
	Part-time applicants.  We note that there is little reference to part-time applicants in this APR consultation document so it is difficult to assess the ways in which their needs would be met.  Also, the nature of a part-time system and the way it operates may be so different from the full-time one as to render comparison with a full-time system unhelpful.



	Application post-results: Examination, results and applications timetable



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 28.7.1)
The changes to the examination timetable should not have a major impact on the accuracy of assessment; with appropriate changes to their systems, awarding bodies should be able to maintain accuracy and rigour in a shorter marking period.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	(APR Consultation ref 28.7.2)
The option of starting the HE term for first year students in late October is worthy of consideration.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:
3




	(APR Consultation ref 28.7.3)
The option of starting the HE term for first year students in January is worthy of consideration.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3 



	(APR Consultation ref 28.7.4)
The resources available in schools and colleges will be sufficient to give students support to make applications and manage offers in the timescale proposed.

	1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3





	(APR Reference 28.7.5) What provisions could be made within the educational and qualification structures in Scotland to make a UK system of application post-results workable for Scottish students?

	It is important to ensure that Scottish students have equality of opportunity and a fair process, i.e. they are no more and no less advantaged than other UK applicants.

The issue with Highers is not only that their results timetable is different from A levels but that they tend to be taken a year earlier than most UK HE entry qualifications.  Bringing the results timetable of Highers into alignment with other mainstream UK qualifications might help (though it would require very major changes, which seem unlikely, in the Scottish school system) but it would not solve the problem of applicants applying in their sixth year of secondary schooling while already holding their Higher results.




	(APR Reference 28.7.6) What steps could be taken to secure parity for Northern Irish applicants whose school term currently ends at the end of June?

	
It is important to ensure that Northern Irish students have equality of opportunity and a fair process, i.e. they are no more and no less advantaged than other UK applicants who also have school term issues.

One step which could be taken would be to have teachers in school over this period which would require a very substantial investment of money and complex negotiations with teachers. This would apply to other educational contexts across the UK e.g. FE colleges. 




	Please enter any further comments about this section examination, results and timetable below

	
Issues for schools and colleges:
· Timetable. In the case of A levels in particular, these proposals imply the movement of exams and a reduction in teaching time. In England UCAS will therefore need to provide evidence to demonstrate how this fits with the current Department for Education (DfE) agenda, particularly the reform of A-levels, the possible removal of the AS-level[footnoteRef:4] and the National Curriculum.  [4:  This remains on the DfE’s agenda] 

· School and College bodies and unions.  The school/college organisations and unions are likely to have an interest in how this impacts on school and college teaching time, examination time and marking, advice and guidance to applicants and staff and student holidays. 
Issues for Awarding Bodies:
· The proposals also imply a significant change for awarding bodies around the UK, with a reduction from six weeks to three weeks for delivery of results for A levels. 
28.7.2 and 28.7.3  Late October or January HE start dates 
· This is a great generalisation and, for some courses e.g. nursing, simply not possible.  It would be preferable to have a number of possible start dates throughout the year and, if an application post-results system is in place, students could opt to apply and join at the most appropriate point for them, given the availability of places.
· It also seems unlikely that applicants would receive financial support between the receipt of results and an HE start date in October or January.
28.7.4	School resources for applicant support
Many schools and FE Colleges do not have sufficient Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) staff in place now and are unlikely to have in future.  ‘Squeezing’ the available time will simply make this problem worse.



	Application post-results: Proposed timetable changes



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 29.4.1)
An earliest start date of circa 8 October for first year students would not have a serious impact on the delivery of HE courses.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	(APR Consultation ref 29.4.2)
Universities could make appropriate resources available to make offer decisions and process applications between mid-July and end August.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	(APR Consultation ref 29.4.3) Please give any suggestions about what needs to be done to ensure that interviews can be successfully completed within the proposed model of applications post-results.

	
SPA would wish to highlight that interviews may form part of standard or exception assessment of applicants, can take different forms and have different purposes, including: selection; diagnostic; marketing.  The coverage, format and purpose will affect the extent to which the interviews can be managed conveniently within a short time frame (see SPA’s good practice on interviews for more information on types of interview - www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/interviews.html). There is, therefore, no single solution to this question but it is likely that institutions that interview as standard will find this difficult to manage in a compressed time-scale. As ever, institutions will need to ensure fairness to applicants throughout the interview process.

However, it may be that a semi-formal interview invitation process during the research phase (possibly via myUCAS) would allow potential applicants to express interest and be interviewed by those HEIs choosing to participate. HEIs would need to clarify in advance whether the interview would inform admission decision making or if it had a different purpose. Following the interview, the HEI would state whether or not it would still welcome an application and would provide feedback. Some may choose to issue a score and then closer to the application date publish the required score for consideration at application. If the interview was for diagnostic reasons support agreements can be made prior to formal application. In all instances it would be imperative that ineligibility is known prior to Apply 2, so that applicants make suitable choices.  
Applicants coming via Apply 1 could be interviewed alongside those considering applying via Apply 2, making it slightly fairer than wholly considering them separately. A system would be needed to guarantee ‘reserved consideration’, that is HEIs would need to know they would definitely have places available in Apply 2, otherwise interviewing applicants for them at the Apply 1 stage could be extremely unfair, if no places were then available for them. This is in effect conditional offer making for those in interview/ portfolio situations. HEIs should still be able to hold interviews in Apply 2, for exceptions or for any not interviewed previously, but this may then be a more manageable number. 

Several institutions currently require some admissions tests be taken prior to application and it is likely this would continue under the proposed post-results model. This provides precedent for such activity and also supports the need for a process for managing assessment in the research phase. 



	(APR Consultation ref 29.4.4) Please give any suggestions how to accommodate applications for courses requiring auditions or the submissions of portfolios.

	
This could be handled in a similar way to the above proposal for interviews. Alternatively, for courses where portfolio/audition is the main tool for entry selection, rather than academic grades, it may be disproportionate to enforce a system of waiting post-results and therefore such courses may claim their applicants could go through Apply 1 and submit portfolios on a sequential basis.




	Please enter any further comments about this section timetable changes below

	
29.4.1 c 8 October start date
· Some courses struggle now, with start dates in September, to get through all relevant course material in the year.
· A start date of early October may entail a change to the timetable for some universities. Some nursing courses start in August, many HEIs in Scotland start their first year in early September, start dates at partner FE colleges are often September and a number of HEIs run semesterised courses that need a September start.   
· It would also significantly change the current admissions cycle, impacting on the service delivery and processes of student recruitment, widening inclusion activities /compacts and admissions, which would need to be planned for and addressed by the sector and each HEI.
· Particular thought should also be given to the needs of HE in FE courses, which may also start earlier than October.
· If courses were to start later they may have to finish later. This could have an impact on the staff involved in end of academic year activities and might overlap with any new APR timetable in the summer.
29.4.2  Applications processing and decisions mid July to end of August
· The reduction in the decision-making period to nine weeks may have implications for HEIs using holistic considerations beyond formal qualifications such as 
· interviews, portfolios, performance/audition, or similar, 
· admissions tests, 
· CRB/Disclosure Scotland checks and 
· health checks. 
Consideration is also needed of how this shortened period would impact on managing student numbers and therefore HEIs’ finances, given they will not know levels of demand until the summer.
	A compressed decision-making period may have implications for the receipt and use of contextual data for holistic decision-making.





	Application post-results: Benefits and risks of the proposed 2014 year of entry enhancements



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 31.3.1)
A single offer date for all applications would help minimise the real or perceived advantages of applying as early as possible in the cycle.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:
3




	(APR Consultation ref 31.3.2)
The current process can be improved with a more disciplined approach to deadlines, service level agreements for decision-making by HEIs, with no informal agreements to relax them.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2



	(APR Consultation ref 31.3.3)
The replacement of Clearing with a managed process of applications with equal consideration for places available at that point would give students a more positive experience and achieve a better match of applicants to courses.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2



	(APR Consultation ref 31.3.4)
A short break between Confirmation and Apply 3 would help to improve the process to place applicants after they have received their results.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

3



	Please enter any further comments about this section benefits and risks of the proposed 2014 year of entry enhancements below

	
SPA believes it is important to view the proposed changes for 2014 as separate and distinct from the more radical proposals for 2016.   From an initial review it appears that the 2014 proposals include many useful developments for both applicants and HEIs and therefore improve on the current system[footnoteRef:5], although many of these improvements, e.g. paperless systems, have already been agreed.   [5:  Reforms such as data sharing with UKBA and the streamlining of the CRB/Disclosure Scotland process are likely to be welcomed by the sector.] 


SPA is broadly supportive of the proposed streamlining and process enhancements to the current system proposed for 2014.  From our discussions with HEIs and school and college staff it is clear that the 2014 proposals should bring tangible benefits for both applicants and institutions.

Risks:
One of the risks would be that lead-in time required for the implementation of changes to UCAS processes means a decision on the 2014 proposals would need to be made quickly, and SPA would urge that UCAS begins work to secure these improvements immediately.  However, in light of the challenges that remain around some of the proposals, we recommend that UCAS should evaluate carefully, working with the HE sector, to ensure that there is sufficient time to communicate and implement the changes for 2014 entry. This will be important, for both applicants and institutions, in safeguarding the integrity and reputation of the UCAS process and UK higher education. 

31.3.1 Single offer date
· This would not, on its own, deal with real or perceived advantages of applying as early as possible in the cycle.  If this is an attempt to promote the benefits of a gathered field it would be preferable to specifically promote this as an aspiration.  Is this a single offer date – with rejects being made before a single date or a single decision date for all decisions to be made?
SPA is also concerned that there may be risks associated with:
· informal contacts between applicants, their advisers and HEIs might lead to ‘informal’ offers being made public before the offer date;
· HEIs interviews, auditions etc. would be before the single offer date and HEIs would make decisions in advance of the due offer date, (although decisions would not be sent to applicants at that stage) even with a gathered field, to ensure the due offer date is met. Applicants not invited to interview would assume they have been rejected, but would be unable to discuss this with the HEI. It may be difficult to ensure that HEIs do not make informal offers at an earlier date, particularly in the new competitive environment. It may be less fair than the current processes because of this.
· There could be a negative psychological effect on applicants who may receive multiple unsuccessful decisions at the same time.
· Schools and colleges have also noted that this could place significant pressure on them to provide advice and guidance at the time of a single offer date during the teaching year.
Risk, but a long term benefit
30.3	(i) UCAS is introducing a new IT platform in 2014 and plans to implement a new GTTR system in the same year as well as improvements to the main UCAS admissions process and application form.  Although the new UCAS IT platform will be agile, and faster to respond to change requests, it will still require development and testing these changes with HEIs.  HEIs IT systems are many and varied and may not be as responsive as UCAS systems or have resources identified to deal quickly with developments and changes for 2014.  
	If an implication of the new UCAS IT platform is that HEIs will be required to move to an XML connection to receive applicant data (e.g. e-portfolio information - such as scanned documents or visual or audio material), it should be noted that while this may be possible in the longer term, it will be a challenge for some HEIs to achieve this by 2014, if at all, due to various constraints including budgetary and staffing.  

Benefits:
30.3 (ii) An enhanced Apply process
· This is to be welcomed as it is at the core of the application system. Any simplification of this applicant data collection process will be of benefit to applicants and the HEIs receiving the data.  
· Multiple personal statements may be difficult for the applicant and their advisors but would be welcomed by applicants applying for more than one subject among their choices.
· Validation of qualification information is welcomed and if this could include GCSE and other level 2 results, which are important elements in the applicant decision making process for many institutions; this would be even more beneficial.  In the short-medium term maybe these could be accessed from the Awarding Bodies or with permission from other sources.  Robust data on GCSE and other level 2 attainment would save time and effort for referees in checking results and then in HEIs checking certificates etc.  
· Paperless processing is already in progress as copy UCAS forms will no longer be provided from the 2013-14 admissions round, and HEIs are already revising business processes to deal with this. UCAS is looking into pdf provision of applications via enhanced web link services, to meet the needs of some member institutions which will not be fully paperless by 2013. 
30.9 Uploading of material by applicants via UCAS as part of their application e.g. certificates
This is to be welcomed having been discussed for a number of years.  E-portfolios of visual and audio material would be welcomed, as would scanned documents that HEIs require. Documents can be accessed via web link but technological issues (lack of XML as part of admissions IT systems at most institutions) may prevent this from being a bulk upload possibility for many institutions by 2014.
30.18 Facility for matching offers
UCAS would provide an information service, matching results to offers, to aid swifter decision- making by HEIs and speed up the confirmation of places process. Some institutions may welcome this, although others may wish to continue to do it themselves.  This would lead to efficiencies if it was possible but, as many offers are free text and may include a variety of conditions other than just qualifications, this may be only a partial service.
31.3.2	More disciplined approach to deadlines, service level agreements
Better adherence to deadlines and UCAS ‘rules’ by HEIs, applicants and UCAS would be welcomed and beneficial, but could be challenging, particularly in England in the new student number control environment. Would the service level agreements be between HEIs and UCAS or HEIs and applicants? Greater clarity here would be welcomed as discussion progresses after the consultation closes.
31.3.4	Gap between confirmation and clearing
· To SPA, this gap to encourage a more manageable Apply 3 process for both applicants and HEIs seems fairer. There was considerable support for this at the UCAS Annual Review in November 2011 as a quick fix, although it was acknowledged that not all decisions could be made before Apply 3 starts.
· To be totally fair the processing of decisions for all qualifications and non-academic criteria would need to be undertaken before Apply3/Clearing opened but this is unlikely as, for example, GCSE and some Access to HE Diploma results will not be available, as is the case now. HEIs would be very keen to see BTEC and Access to HE Diploma results included in the ABL processing for this to be effective.

Other issues to be considered further include the needs of specific groups of applicants, for example mature students, part-time, and international applicants. In addition applicants studying level 3 qualifications or equivalent in FE colleges, or who are part of articulation arrangements then progressing to HE within the same college, would welcome a much simpler application process.  
In any improved system SPA would want to work with UCAS and support the HE sector in examining how widening inclusion, the increased provision and quality of contextual data via UCAS and the how the use of contextual data within institutions, could be supported within the application processes.  
Consideration also needs to be given to the needs of the HEIs in different parts of the UK who may require different data from applicants with the increasing divergence in HE policy in the different administrations and the issue of applicants who apply across borders to institutions in more than one administration.

SPA would welcome the opportunity to work with UCAS, HEIs and the sector in considering and identifying how the proposals can accommodate these issues and to work with HEIs on solutions or alternatives which may offer more flexible and innovative approaches to the issues.




	The insurance choice



	Option
	Description
	Benefits
	Disadvantages

	Keep insurance choice as is
	A contractually-binding 2nd choice, intended to offer a safety net to applicants not meeting the conditions of their firm choice
	Supports applicants in making aspirational choices
	Evidence shows that it is not well understood by applicants and is not used wisely

	Remove insurance choice
	Applicants accept one conditional offer and enter Clearing if they don’t meet the conditions
	Facilitates HEIs in managing their numbers
	Does not support applicants in making aspirational choices; disadvantages recruiting institutions for whom the insurance choice may represent an important pool of applicants

	Enforce correct use of insurance choice
	Application system ensures that applicant has included at least one choice with lower entry requirements 
	Supports applicants in using the insurance choice as it was intended; fewer applicants needing to enter Clearing
	Simple business rules don’t reflect complexity of offers and what appears to be an unwise insurance choice may in reality not be, for instance for courses like medicine where the option for entry with lower grades does not exist. 

	Make insurance choice optional for HEIs
	HEIs choose whether applicants can accept them as an insurance choice or only as a firm choice
	HEIs for whom insurance choice is beneficial can continue with it; applicants can choose to apply to HEIs that accept insurance choice
	More complex than current process and has capacity for unfairness

	Replace insurance choice with priority wait list option
	Applicant chooses one firm choice and can be added to wait list for up to four others. HEI gives priority to waitlisted applicants once CFs have been confirmed
	Provides some back-up for applicant but not contractually binding on HEI so facilitates number management
	Provides less certainty for applicants than current process. Is complex and would be difficult to implement




	(APR Consultation ref 32.5)

In light of the information given above, please rank the options above in your preferred order (using 1 as the most effective through to 5 as the least effective).


	Option
	Rank 1 to 5

	Keep insurance choice as is
	1

	Remove insurance choice
	3

	Enforce correct use of insurance choice
	5

	Make insurance choice optional for HEIs
	4

	Replace insurance choice with priority wait list option
	2



	Please enter any further comments about this section below

	
SPA recognises the sector’s varied concerns over the current insurance choice, so it is with regret that ‘keep the insurance choice as is’ has been ranked first. This does not mean that we are opposed to any change merely that we consider the alternatives given in the consultation document would be less fair and could create more uncertainty. SPA would welcome a further thorough review of the insurance place and an assessment of the need, if it is felt there is one, to provide a real back up option for applicants. 




	Timetable for reform



To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
	(APR Consultation ref 33.2.1)
2016 year of entry is a manageable start date for a system of applications post-results.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4




	(APR Consultation ref 33.2.2)
2014 year of entry is a manageable date to be ready for the proposed changes to the current system.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2




	(APR Consultation ref 33.2.3)
We believe that the proposed changes for 2016 year of entry and 2014 year of entry are workable solutions.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

4



	(APR Consultation ref 33.2.4)
If the proposal for 2016 year of entry does not go ahead, further refinements are needed to the 2014 process.

	
1- strongly agree
2- agree
3- disagree
4- strongly disagree
	Enter number between 1 – 4 below:

2



	Please enter any further comments about this section below

	
In terms of any timetable a 2016 start date is too soon for a system of application post-results, as significant changes and agreements both in the HE and pre-HE sectors would be needed for it to be implemented.

A timetable for 2014 for the proposed changes to the current system may also be challenging, depending on exactly what is proposed, as an ‘operational’ or technical consultation on 2014 and the analysis of this is unlikely to be completed before the early summer 2012.  Changes for 2014 would need to be agreed, developed and tested for a go live for the start of the cycle in 2013.  This may already be too short a period to ensure all member institutions systems will be ready to go live in September 2013.




For more information about the UCAS admissions process review, please visit:
www.ucas.com/admissionsprocessrreview
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