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UK

Delivery Partnership Steering Group

Progress Report No 5 – September 2007

Delivery Partnership: Improving the higher education applications process 

Purpose

1. This report provides an update on the initial results of the recent consultations held by the Delivery Partnership (DP), circulated via an Interim Progress Report in July 2007.  Attention is also drawn to other developments arising from the Delivery Partnership Steering Group (DPSG) Meeting held in June and to DP priorities as we enter the second year of activity, 2007-08.  

2. Appendix 1 provides a summary of the actions taken to date.

Background information

3. 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/activities/admissions.asp. 

Continued political interest

4. In June, the Chair, Sir Graeme Davies, Vice-Chancellor, University of London, met with the Minister for Higher Education, Bill Rammell who continues to be intensely engaged with the work of the DPSG.  The Chair reported on the significant progress that had been achieved during the first year of activity which should result in clear benefits to applicants, e.g. the development of entry profiles, and enhanced mechanisms for feedback.  

5. The Steering Group, which is representative of a wide range of stakeholders, has met five times between October 2006 and June 2007 and continues to work well together with members proactively seeking to find constructive ways to deliver the recommendations and ensure that the interests of a wide number of education stakeholders can be met.  

6. The Delivery Partnership remains committed to working within the timeframe specified by the Government unless this is not technically feasible.  Emphasis was made on the importance the Delivery Partnership places on engaging with all stakeholders before changes are implemented to ensure that the reforms are operationally feasible and do not impact unfairly or detrimentally on any group of applicants or result in any unintended consequences.  

7. The Chair also highlighted the importance of the provision of timely, high quality, information, advice and guidance (IAG) to people throughout the UK wishing to apply to higher education, which remain outside the control of the DPSG.  In view of this, Sir Graeme asked the Department to provide support in ensuring links with IAG. Reference was also made to the need to ensure co-ordination with the 14-19 curriculum developments in England.  

Reports from the working groups

Entry Profiles Working Group (Chair: Janet Graham, Director, Supporting Professionalism in Admissions): 

8.
The Entry Profiles Working Group undertook research with current applicants and users of Entry Profiles (EPs) that showed that 94% of home students and 96% of international students responding found that EPs were either extremely helpful or helpful within the application process and that institutions who provide good quality EPs were likely to have a competitive advantage.  

9.
The group is continuing its work on encouraging HEIs to develop detailed and transparent EPs. UCAS has contacted institutions that have few or no EPs, has held workshops and made visits to institutions to help HEIs develop and/or update their EPs.

10.
In conjunction with the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme (SPA), the Group has developed a paper outlining the key benefits of EPs for HEIs. The Working Group will also develop a basic template for an EP with UCAS and review how links with an institution’s own website for EP development can be enhanced.  Changes to the database at UCAS have also been proposed which should make the process of compiling EPs easier for HEIs.  Given the support by the HE sector for EPs, the movement towards all courses having EPs has gained momentum.    

Art and Design Working Group (Chair, Professor David Vaughan, Former Principal, Cumbria Institute of the Arts):

11.
The Art and Design Working Group reported on the recent consultation on simplifying the art and design process whereby HEIs would be required to designate courses to be applied for through one route only and not two as at present.  A consultation on these proposals was carried out in May 2006. Initial results - circulated in the Interim Progress Report in July - indicated that although there was a majority support for this option this was not necessarily from those who were working in the art and design area.  Also the range of concerns meant there was not an immediate endorsement for the changes.  A key point made by many in the HE sector was that the proposals were not sufficiently radical as a solution to the recommendation.  

12.
A more detailed analysis of the consultation responses has revealed that there are a number of complicated issues such as the value of continuing a sequential process; the risk of unintended consequences on the targeted WP community; the maintenance of adequate student choice and the continuation still of two application routes.  

13.
The Working Group will receive a full report on the outcomes of the consultation at their meeting in September and will provide a recommendation on the way forward to DPSG at the October meeting.          
Timings and Adjustment Working Group (Chair, Professor Steve Smith, Vice-Chancellor, University of Exeter):

14.
The Timings and Adjustments Working Group (TAG) reported on the initial outcomes of the Timings and Adjustment Consultation. The outcomes of the consultation indicated that there was a general consensus across stakeholder groups that the risks of implementing either Model A or Model B would affect, and potentially disadvantage, large numbers of applicants who just miss the terms of their offer and who are currently generally accepted by their original institution.  In June, the DPSG agreed that features of Model B and other suggestions by respondents required further investigation.  

15.
The Working Group met in July to consider Model B alongside the new suggestions with a view to combining the positive elements of Model B with the best of other suggestions provided in responses to the consultation.  The Working Group is currently considering variants of Model B and other suggestions and a report on the outcomes will be discussed at the October meeting of the DPSG.
Feedback 

16.
The DPSG noted the responses to the draft Statement of Good Practice on feedback to applicants who have been unsuccessful in gaining a place at an HEI.  Responses were constructive and detailed including overwhelming support for the Statement of Good Practice. Support was also noted for a number of developments including the effective use of electronic mechanisms to assist in feedback to applicants through UCAS, such as coding reasons for rejection; consideration of the benefits of transparency in entry criteria; EPs and feedback to reduce the potential for litigation; and providing unsuccessful applicants with advice to move forward.  

17.
SPA has now revised the Statement of Good Practice in light of the feedback and a joint SPA/ DP Statement of Good Practice will be distributed to HEIs, schools and colleges in October 2007.  Priorities for 2007- 08 include development of electronic mechanisms to assist in feedback to applicants.     

Gathered field 
18.
In light of the outcomes of the Gathered Field Consultation, the DPSG acknowledged that some advisors were not aware or misunderstood the 'equal consideration' principle to which each HEI that is a full member of UCAS agrees: that all applications received by the relevant UCAS closing date (e.g. 15 January) should be considered equally1.  There was a perception that admissions happened on a 'first come, first served' basis.  In view of this, the Group agreed that more work was required by UCAS and the DP to provide information on how the current system worked, emphasising the UCAS rule that all applications received by the relevant closing date are required to be considered equally.  Case studies to illustrate issues of fairness, how the current system works and how it is changing were proposed.  These would include a number of different applicant groups across different subjects and different HEIs.  

19.
The Group agreed that dissemination of such information would help increase the understanding of how the current applications process worked for applicants, parents, schools and Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) Bodies across the UK.  This information, together with the proposals for enhancing feedback to applicants, and the increasing number of clear and transparent Entry Profiles developed by HEIs for applicants on UCAS Course Search, should solve a large part of the problem about demonstrating fairness.  This issue would be considered again after the case-studies had been completed, and further progress had been made on enhancing feedback to applicants, to determine whether further work was required on the gathered field.   

Timing of the release of level 3 results

20.
Recommendation 18 refers to bringing forward the publication of A level results to students by one week. The DPSG has considered this in conjunction with the proposal to implement an adjustment period. Strong representations have been made to DPSG from schools and colleges, which state that it would not be practical to bring results forward by one week.  As such Professor Steve Smith's Group has been working to ensure that the adjustment facility does not require moving the results timetable forward by a week. The Chair has therefore agreed that this recommendation should be parked for the first phase of the reform programme.  

Launch of new Unistats website

21.
The DPSG noted that the new Unistats website hosted by UCAS (replacing Teaching Quality Information) will be launched in Autumn, allowing students to compare subjects and institutions based on feedback from thousands of higher education students alongside official statistics on entry requirements, teaching quality, student results and graduate jobs.  Once this is established the Delivery Partnership will investigate the possibility of Entry Profiles having closer links with the Unistats website.  This would provide applicants with information about the wider subject provision of an institution, within which a course sits. 
Interdependencies 

22.  The DPSG has commissioned papers to look at the interdependencies of the different Delivery Partnership 

strands in an effort to ensure that the impact of the reforms do not conflict with each other, and do not have implications for applicant or institutional behaviour that might not be in the spirit of the intended reforms.  

23.
Papers have been circulated to the DPSG on the potential impact of admissions reforms on disabled and international applicants and in October the Group will consider the likely equality and diversity impact.  Improvements to information, advice and guidance (IAG) have also been identified as a major dependency.  Additionally the Steering Group will consider the impact on vocational routes and widening participation and will consult with the appropriate stakeholders on these matters.  A seminar will be held in autumn to consider the impact on part-time and mature student applicants.
Priorities for 2007-08

24. During 2007-08 the Delivery Partnership will:

· Continue to support HEIs in developing Entry Profiles (Recommendation 1); 

· Ensure guidance bodies are aware of the reforms to the application process - particularly those advising applicants entering higher education via non-traditional routes; 

· Develop electronic mechanisms to assist in feedback to applicants (Recommendation 4);

· Explore the provision of additional information including contextual data in the UCAS process

(Recommendation 5);

· Investigate the different use of alternative forms of information in the applications process, including the   use of e-portfolios (Recommendation 6);

· Develop case-studies to illustrate how the applications process and decision-making within HEIs works (Recommendation 7);
· Re-launch UCAS EXTRA for 2008 Entry (Recommendation 8); 

· Produce report on the potential impact of the reforms on international applicants and international recruitment;

· Set up a Working Group focusing on mature and part-time students to consider the impact of the recommendations;
· Complete work on facility to make fresh applications if an applicant has exceeded their offer (Recommendations 14 /15);  

· Finalise details for simplifying art and design applications process (Recommendation 16);

· Establish a Vocational Working Group to consider how to ensure that information is provided to applicants taking non A level qualifications (Recommendations 19 and 20) ;

· Disseminate information on the benefits of the reforms for both applicants and HEIs;

· Hold a second stakeholder consultation in Winter 2007/8.  

25. Notification of the DPSG Meetings in 2007-08: 

       2007:  2 October, 6 December.

       2008:  6 February, 22 April, 26 June, 7 October, 11 December.         


Enquiries 

     26.
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 2007 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.










1 This principle is highlighted in the UCAS Admissions Guide sent to all HEIs in the briefing notes in the Applications and Data section.  
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