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1. 
Background

All HEIs in the UK aim to have criteria, policies and procedures for the recruitment and admission of students to higher education that are fair, clear and explicit and are implemented consistently.  The Government response to the consultation on Improving the HE Applications Process recommended that the Delivery Partnership should advise institutions on how the proposal for developing a consistent level of feedback by all institutions that would be available, on request, to applicants  might be implemented.

The Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) Programme
 is working with both the Delivery Partnership Steering Group (DPSG) and UCAS on the question of feedback to applicants.  SPA’s work on feedback has included a literature review, consideration of the QAA Code of Practice on admissions to HE (September 2006) and a review of the DfES (now DIUS) anonymised responses to the question on feedback in the consultation on Improving the HE Applications Process.  SPA drew up a draft statement of good practice which informed a scoping study for JISC on the use of technology to support the provision of feedback, and formed part of the consultation conducted by the DPSG.

The draft statement of good practice was circulated widely for comment by the DPSG in late May 2007 as one of their three national consultations.  Further background material is available on the SPA website www.spa.ac.uk
2. 
Analysis of the consultation responses

SPA analysed the 171 responses in July 2007 and a summary of these is on the SPA website.    Of these 98% agreed with the statement of good practice on feedback or did not respond.  In the light of the consultation responses SPA has updated the statement and it will be issued jointly by the Delivery Partnership and SPA to all HEIs and other stakeholders.  The Statement has also been amended to take account of feedback from the UCAS Board, GuildHE Council and the UUK Board.  It will also be published on the SPA website.

A number of responses noted that in some cases feedback may be straightforward (as in the case of applicants who do not meet the level of achievement required).  However in other cases it was more problematic.  For example the majority of applicants for highly selective courses were likely to

be excellent, decisions would be made on the basis of holistic assessment where the applicant met more strongly and/ or consistently all the criteria for entry not just the entry qualifications.  In these cases it may be more difficult for HEIs to explain and for applicants to accept the outcome.  However, clarity and transparency should help the disappointed applicant to accept that a decision has been reached as fairly as possible by the HEI. 
The consultation highlighted a number of different views on the complaints and appeals that may arise in response to feedback about admissions decisions.  Overall HEIs agreed that policies should be explicit and transparent.
  A number felt that there should be no appeal process in admissions.  

It was also noted by a few respondents that the statement might lead to raised expectations of applicants, schools and colleges.  Others noted that the reputation of HE admissions processes and individual institutions could suffer if feedback is not provided to the satisfaction of applicants schools and colleges.

3. 
What happens next?

3.1 The Delivery Partnership and SPA invites HEIs to review their policies and procedures about providing feedback to applicants in light of this guidance during the academic year 2007-08 with a view to implementing any changes to their policies and procedures in place by December 2008. SPA staff would be pleased to discuss this with the staff in HEIs responsible for drawing up and disseminating their institution’s policy and procedure in this area.

3.2 The responses to the consultation gave a considerable amount of support to finding ways to provide electronic feedback to applicants via UCAS.  These developments are being taken forward by UCAS and SPA in 2007-08 and are likely to require some minor amendment and updating to both UCAS and HEI software, and HEIs and software houses will be kept informed of developments via UCAS.  HEIs will be able to choose whether or not to use the electronic feedback mechanisms to be devised by UCAS, in a similar way as they do  with the current UCAS facility to generate HEI specific elements as part of offers.  This developmental work may enable suggestions to be made for other mechanisms to support the generation of feedback to applicants using web services and tools.  

3.3 It is acknowledged that the statement of good practice may initially lead to more requests for feedback from unsuccessful applicants.  The introduction of electronic feedback may help to address some of the concerns that institutions have expressed about the time and resources required for feedback.  However it is likely that there will still be some direct requests for further personalised feedback although it will be for individual institutions to decide to how to respond.
3.4 UCAS will keep the Delivery Partnership, SPA, HEIs and other stakeholders up to date with developments and options for electronic feedback. 

The statement of good practice follows, with a glossary and references at the end of the document.

Janet Graham, Director of SPA
November 2007

Delivery Partnership and SPA – the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme
Feedback to applicants who have been unsuccessful in gaining a place at an HEI –

Statement of Good Practice – November 2007 

The Schwartz report on Fair Admissions to HE: Recommendations for Good Practice’ (2004) stated: It is generally accepted that admissions are fair.  Admissions are the responsibility of universities and colleges themselves, and rightly so.  Institutions should be able to set their own criteria, choose their own assessment methods, and select their own students.  But it is important that everyone has confidence in the integrity of the admissions process.  Access to higher education matters to many people, and so do fair admissions. 
What is feedback?
Feedback is the communication from the HEI to an applicant, on request from the applicant, who has been unsuccessful in gaining an offer of a place on the course/ programme in Higher Education (HE) to which they have applied.  

Many HEIs already have good practice, policies and procedures to deal with feedback to applicants, developed in line with the QAA Code of Practice on Admissions to HE.  It is clear from the consultation that many HEIs already provide feedback on request as a matter of course in line with many of the points highlighted below.   

Precept 9 of the Code states that: Institutions consider the most effective and efficient arrangements for providing feedback to applicants who have not been offered a place.  However, when reviewing existing documentation or drawing up their policy or code of practice and procedures on feedback to applicants for the first time, institutions may wish to consider the following good practice outlined here:
1.
Entry criteria and details of the processes of considering applicants and reaching admissions decisions to be transparent
Effective and efficient feedback is easier to provide if entry criteria and details of the processes of considering applicants and reaching admissions decisions are transparent, clear and easy to understand.  Such information will normally be included in an HEIs course or programme Entry Profile and updated annually to reflect any changes in the course, programme or HEI.  

The criteria and process will normally be readily available, explicit and accessible in different formats.  

HEIs will typically assess an applicant in an objective and justifiable way on the basis of the application and other factors including for example:

	· the number of GCSEs, or equivalent, at a particular grade
	· portfolio

	· scoring or weighting used to assess sections of the application form and other criteria
	· admissions test results; and score required (if appropriate)

	· level 3 qualifications, grades and subjects required
	· a submitted piece of level 3 coursework

	· interview
	· an applicant questionnaire or supplementary information

	· other information available on UCAS Weblink that is not on the copy UCAS application form.
	· contextual data – what data is used, if any, and when used (e.g. as part of decision making process or for monitoring at end of process)

	· audition
	· skills or work experience


The Entry Profile might include an indication of the relative importance of the criteria the institution will apply in making the overall assessment of an applicant, and any weighting or scoring system used for the course/ programme.
Details of the timescale for making a decision and the order in which the criteria are considered, should also be considered for inclusion in an Entry Profile.  For example if the information in the application plus certain contextual data and test results are used to determine whether or not an applicant is asked for interview, this should be made explicit and applied consistently.

If an HEI’s processes and criteria are clearly laid out, readily available and accessible in different formats it is likely that this will reduce or avoid queries following the receipt of feedback. 

2. 
An audit trail and procedures documenting reasons for admissions decisions

An HEI’s decision-making procedures should include an internal audit trail documenting the reasons for admissions decisions together with the supporting evidence and reasons for the outcome.  

Developments in electronic record keeping and retrieval should assist in this process.  HEIs will need to decide how long data on unsuccessful applicants should be kept before being archived and/ or deleted from systems.  This may require advice from the institution’s data protection officer.  

3. 
Policy and procedures on feedback accessible to applicants

It is helpful for information about an HEI’s policy on feedback to unsuccessful applicants to be available on the HEI’s admissions web pages and through other accessible formats, so that they are available for prospective students, applicants and advisors to read at any stage before or during the application process. 

It is acknowledged that some applicants will have a longer decision making process than others if the course/ programme involves, for example, an interview, audition or if more information is needed on the applicants’ qualifications etc.  

4
Clarity as to when feedback will be given 

HEIs will need to decide when to give feedback to unsuccessful applicants and the circumstances under which it will be provided: for example, whether it is provided routinely or on request only.  

HEIs may choose to give applicants a time limit in which to request feedback, or suggest that applicants wait until they have all their decisions before requesting feedback.

In determining their procedures HEIs may also decide to acknowledge a request for feedback from an unsuccessful applicant on its receipt and include a date by which a response will be made.  This could vary depending on the point at which the request is made within the application cycle. 

5. 
Clarity as to how requests for feedback should be made

Feedback will normally be on request only. Clarity is needed as to whether the request should be in writing (by e-mail or letter).  Under the Data Protection Act a request for feedback should come from the applicant or from someone that the applicant gives express and voluntary consent, in writing, to act on their behalf, such as a school adviser or parent.  

General feedback from the HEI to those advising applicants (teachers, careers advisors, etc.) is also of value, not only for the individual applicant but also to assist staff in advising future applicants applying to that HEI for a particular course/ programme.  Staff may wish to consult their HEI’s Data Protection Officer if they are in any doubt about the dissemination of admissions information, including feedback, and whom it can be shared with.  

Note:  HEIs should be aware that UCAS Apply asks the applicant to confirm acceptance of a declaration in Apply when they submit their application.  In agreeing to this declaration the applicant confirms the information given is complete and accurate and that under the Data Protection Act they agree to the processing of their personal data by UCAS and the HEIs included in the application.  For the first time during the 2007-08 cycle UCAS is asking applicants if they wish to nominate in advance a person to act on their behalf if they are absent on a field trip, year abroad etc.  The nominated person is for communications with UCAS about the applicant.  The nomination does not give permission to the HEI to discuss any matter concerning the applicant with the nominated person.  If the applicant wishes a parent or adviser to liaise with an HEI on their behalf, under the terms of the Data Protection Act, the applicant will need to give specific permission in writing for a nominated person to act on their behalf.

6. 
Details on how the response to feedback requests will be made

HEIs will need to indicate how the response to the request for feedback by the applicant will be made.  As indicated above, the transmission of feedback by electronic and/or on-line means is being explored by UCAS and SPA.  One suggestion for on-line feedback is to develop some coded responses which would generate some standard sentences/ paragraphs and/ or some free text, linked to a new ‘amended reject’ decision.  These codes would be institution specific codes, devised by each HEI, that could generate text for the applicant on UCAS Track.  

There are other electronic mechanisms that HEIs may use in responding to requests for feedback.  However, HEIs may decide to adopt other forms of feedback, such as by telephone (where the call is recorded or notes made), for a particular course or courses.  Such feedback may be dealt with more flexibly and quickly by designated, trained staff who have been involved in the decision-making process or who have access to the audit trail/ records about an application. 

7. The content of feedback 

Institutions will need to decide on the nature and extent of any feedback that they make available to unsuccessful applicants (or their advisors).  If practices vary depending on the course or programme at an HEI, details should be made readily available and explicit, for example, via admissions or course/ programme web pages or Entry Profiles.

8. 
Clarity as to how HEIs would deal with further correspondence about feedback
The way in which any further correspondence from an applicant following the provision of feedback will also need to be considered in any policy.   

This would include whether the HEI would be prepared to review an admissions decision on a further request by an unsuccessful applicant and if so under what circumstances.  

If an admissions decision is to be reviewed, the procedure for how this is undertaken, what is taken into consideration in the review, by whom and the timescale involved before an outcome is reached would need to decided and made available to applicants.

9. 
The extent to which HEIs can offer advice to unsuccessful applicants

The QAA Code of Practice Precept 9 suggests HEIs may also wish to consider to what extent staff in the HEI are able to offer advice to unsuccessful applicants about alternatives and future options for study.  Views from the consultation responses were that staff in HEIs may not be the most appropriate people to provide general information, advice and guidance to applicants, other than that pertaining to their own course, subject, HEI or linked courses locally.  

HEIs will need to consider whether their staff should give advice on how an application to their course/ subject could be improved in any future resubmission.  However, it may be advisable to suggest to applicants that they seek further guidance from advisors at their school, college, careers or Connexions service, as such staff may be best placed to provide the advice and guidance that unsuccessful applicants need.

HEI staff may have already discussed with some applicants the options open to them following consideration of their application.  For example, to avoid a rejection staff could outline an alternative course/ programme for which the applicant would be better suited.  If the applicant agreed a changed course offer could be made.  Staff could alternatively suggest options that could be followed up in UCAS Extra or Clearing.

The HEI may also consider suggesting alternative entry routes, for example, through a college that it has progression agreements, access courses or widening participation links with. 

It is clear that any feedback to an applicant should not imply that a specific or possible course of action was likely to be taken by another institution.

10.
Complaints and appeals policy and procedures in admissions relating to feedback
It is not uncommon currently for some requests for feedback to include a query about the decision-making process and the criteria that were used..

HEIs should decide what policy is appropriate for them bearing in mind the advice in the QAA Code of Practice.  HEIs may find it helpful if they define the terms and procedures they use, and explain to their staff and to applicants the difference between feedback, a complaint and an appeal/ review with regard to any queries concerning feedback, to help to ensure that only genuine cases are considered.  

Feedback is defined in the second paragraph of this Statement, before point 1, above.  A suggestion for the other terms is:

· A Complaint is normally a specific concern related to a procedural error, irregularity or maladministration in the admissions procedures or policies.  Complaints can cover a wide range of issues, one of which could be the feedback received, and need to be dealt with flexibly; they can often be resolved at the point at which they arise, where they can be dealt with by trained designated admissions staff.  

· 
An Appeal is more formal and could be a request by an unsuccessful applicant for a formal review of the outcome of an admissions decision, e.g. following a query on the provision of feedback.  Grounds for an appeal, if any, need to be clearly framed by the HEI.  Some HEIs may call this a review of an admissions decision rather than an appeal.  

HEIs may wish to use or adapt, if appropriate, their existing complaints and appeals procedures for students or they may decide to develop policies and procedures specifically related to admissions.  

11.
Consider the QAA Code of Practice:  Complaints, with regard to feedback
HEIs may wish to consult the QAA Code of Practice on admissions to HE (Precept 10), which recommends that institutions have policies and procedures in place for responding to applicants' complaints about the operation of their admissions process and ensure that all staff involved with admissions are familiar with the policies and procedures.  This is relevant as the complaint may be related to the feedback received.
12. 
Consider the QAA Code of Practice:  Appeals, with regard to feedback


The QAA Code of Practice (Precept 11) recommends that institutions have policies in place for responding to applicants' appeals against the outcome of a selection decision that make it clear whether, and if so, on what grounds, any such appeals may be considered.  This is relevant as the appeal may be related to the feedback received.
13. 
No discrimination relating to unsuccessful applicants

Applicants should be made aware that if they do request feedback or make a complaint, appeal or review under an HEI’s policies and procedures they will not be discriminated against in any further applications on the basis of any of these.  

14. 
Admissions staff training and professional development
The adoption of changes in admissions procedures may require the provision of appropriate training or briefing on feedback arrangements and in documenting the reasons for admissions decisions.  This, together with the need to ensure procedures and criteria are applied consistently and fairly, should be available for all staff involved in admissions decision making.  The UCAS Continuing Professional Development team offer a session on feedback to applicants.

15. 
Documentation and web pages to be dated and updated
As part of the transparency process an HEI’s documentation or web pages giving the feedback policy and procedures should state the date when they were produced, published or approved, and/ or where any queries on the documentation could be addressed.  

It may also be useful to state the expected date of the next review of the policy/ procedures. 

16. 
Reliable quality assurance mechanisms with regard to feedback
HEIs will need to consider the quality assurance mechanisms they have in place, which can monitor and evaluate the operation of their feedback policies and procedures on an annual basis, and report on them through their internal committee structures.  

An annual review should highlight to senior and other staff any requirements for change that need to be implemented in the following and subsequent years.

The Delivery Partnership and SPA recommend that HEIs should revisit their policies and procedures on how they provide feedback to unsuccessful applicants, in light of the points above, during the academic year 2007-08 with a view to having their updated policies and procedures in place and accessible by December 2008.  

Further information

SPA staff would be pleased to discuss this with the staff in HEIs responsible for drawing up and disseminating their institution’s policy and procedure in this area.

Drafted by SPA, issued by the Delivery Partnership and SPA 


November 2007

If you have any queries please contact SPA at enquiries@spa.ac.uk    Website:  www.spa.ac.uk
Glossary and references:
1. 
DfES consultation on Improving the HE Applications Process. September – December 2005.  See: www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/conResults.cfm?consultationId=1346
2. 
Entry Profiles (EPs): In consultation on Improving the HE Application Process the responses from HEIs and other stakeholders gave 99% support for UCAS to continuing their work to encourage the provision of clear, comparable entry requirement information, with a view to moving toward 100% provision of information for students wishing to enter HE in 2009.  This has been supported by the Delivery Partnership, through its Entry Profile Working Group (EPWG), chaired by the Director of SPA, which is working with UCAS and HEIs to progress EPs and the IT systems used to update and maintain them.
3. 
Government response to the Improving the HE Applications Process consultation, May 2006.  See: www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/conResults.cfm?consultationId=1346
4. 
JISC: Joint Information System Committee - JISC's activities support education and research by promoting innovation in new technologies in higher education.  UCAS /SPA/ APS Ltd. undertook a small Scoping Study on good practice in the provision of feedback to applicants, and in the use of technology to support this (March 2007).  See: www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/programme_elearning_capital/admissions.aspx
5. 
QAA Code of Practice on Admissions to HE:  Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education, Section 10: Admissions to higher education - September 2006.  See: www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section10/default.asp#p4
6. 
Schwartz report on Fair Admissions to HE: Recommendations for Good Practice’ - September 2004.  See: http://www.admissions-review.org.uk/
7. Unistats website funded by all UK HE funding councils, launched November 2007.  

     See: www.unistats.com  May be a useful aid to transparency.

� The UK wide funding body supported SPA Programme leads on the continuing development of fair admissions, is identifying good practice in the HE sector and organises dissemination of effective practice through its website, conferences etc, with the aim of being a resource for institutions which wish to maintain and enhance excellence and professionalism in admissions strategy and practice.


�  This is a complex area.  HEI admissions practitioners may wish to discuss with appropriate staff in their quality assurance, registry or policy offices.  Reference could also be made to the QAA Code of Practice Section 5: ‘Academic appeals and student complaints on academic matters’, which will be reissued in autumn 2007.  See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/default.asp" ��http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/default.asp�






1

