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UK

Delivery Partnership Steering Group

Progress Report No 6 – December 2007

Delivery Partnership: Improving the higher education applications process 

Purpose

1. This report provides an update on the progress of the Delivery Partnership following meetings held in October and December 2007.  Specific attention is drawn to:

· Entry Profiles (EPs) (Recommendation 1)
· Unistats (Recommendation 3)
· Feedback: Statement of Good Practice (Recommendation 4)
· E-Portfolios (Recommendation 6)
· Implementation of the gathered field (Recommendation 7a)

· UCAS EXTRA Process (Recommendation 8) and vacancy lists (Recommendation 9) 
· Implementation of an ‘adjustment period’ (Recommendation 10)
· Simplifying the applications process for art and design (Recommendation 16)
2. Appendix 1 provides an updated summary of the actions taken against all the Recommendations.  

Background and context

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. 

4. The presentations from the latest Delivery Partnership Conference held in London on 11 December 2007 are also available on the website. 

5. The Delivery Partnership Steering Group (DPSG), with over 30 participants across a wide range of

       stakeholders, has met seven times between October 2006 and December 2007 and has agreed to an 

       incremental approach to reform:  

       (i)    Implementing changes to the current system 

       (ii)   An impact assessment of the reforms in 2010/11 with a view to considering further the implementation of a    

              Post Qualification Application (PQA) process (i.e. no offers until after results are published) from 2012.            
The Delivery Partnership appreciates and acknowledges all the help and support of partner organisations such as UCAS, the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) Programme and the National Union of Students as well as the admissions practitioners and school representatives.  This support is essential in moving the agenda forward. 

Political context 

6.
Although the former DfES established the project, an underlying principle throughout the process has been to 

identify a system, which could operate across borders for the benefit of students wherever they may wish to study in the UK.  The work has therefore involved consultation and full engagement with the Devolved Governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, all of whom are represented on the Steering Group.  
Progress on specific recommendations 

7.  The DPSG is taking seriously its role to promote and implement change.  Much activity has been undertaken 

since the DPSG was set up and significant progress made in implementing some of the recommendations.  Information on specific recommendations considered by the DPSG between October and December 2007 is outlined below: 

Entry Profiles (EPs) (Recommendation 1)
This recommendation is being taken forward by an Entry Profiles Working Group (EPWG), chaired by Janet Graham, Director, SPA.   Through the work undertaken by both UCAS and the EPWG it is clear that the momentum for developing EPs is increasing with 60% of courses now having EPs in place, which is about 30,000 out of just under 50,000 courses on Course Search on the UCAS website.  The Group has been working with UCAS to provide a template which may be tailored for individual HEIs along with a set of Guidelines inclusive of deadlines for EPs based on student and institutional input.  The EPWG has also prepared a key messages and benefits statement for EPs which has been circulated to all admissions staff at HEIs.  This details the survey undertaken by SPA and identifies the benefits to both applicants and HEIs of Entry Profiles and also how HEIs can take forward the provision of EPs.  The EPWG is currently considering how HEIs could make more use of vocational and other information in the EPs.  Within UCAS a number of initiatives are backing up the work of the EPWG including improving the technology for entering profiles. UCAS is also providing free training for HEIs on EPs throughout 2007-08 and in November 2007 produced a new Entry Profile leaflet on the benefits of EPs.          

Unistats (Recommendation 3)
The UNISTATS website (formerly the Teaching Quality and Information site) was launched by UCAS on the 26 November 2007 (www.unistats.com). This site contains the findings from the National Student Survey as well as data from HESA on tariff scores, staying on rates, degree classifications, graduate classifications, graduate destinations and more.  It is expected that Unistats will be used by prospective students making decisions about entry to higher education along with the UCAS Course Search and Entry Profiles.           

Feedback: Statement of Good Practice (Recommendation 4)
Work on producing enhanced feedback to applicants is being taken forward by SPA.  The preferred solution adopted by SPA, in agreement with the DPSG, has been to develop a statement of good practice on the provision of feedback to unsuccessful applicants on request.  The statement - based on policies and practices already provided by many HEIs - was circulated in May 2007 to all institutions for consideration.  Responses from the consultation indicated strong support for the statement from all stakeholders and, was endorsed by ninety-five percent of HEIs.  Feedback is still being received on the statement, however, the current version is available on the SPA website (www.spa.ac.uk).  The statement will be finalised in January. Next steps include:

· Provision of electronic feedback mechanisms on-line to UCAS from HEIs which could include the generation of text from codes and an area for free text;

· An electronic method for applicants to access feedback on Track;    

· Provision of draft templates from SPA to HEIs on request.  

It is proposed that this is introduced for 2009 entry in both the UCAS and the GTTR schemes.  

       E-Portfolios (Recommendation 6) 

The DPSG is tasked with keeping in touch with developments in the e-portfolio and to investigate its potential role in the HE applications process.  So far the DPSG has had two presentations on e-portfolios.

· In October Dr Angela Smallwood, Director, Centre for International e-Portfolio Development, University of 

Nottingham, provided an overview of e-portfolios.  Reference was made to what an e-portfolio is, the rise of e-portfolios in admissions and what they can deliver now.  Attention was also drawn to the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) projects on the use of e-portfolio tools and systems to support a range of purposes including: providing material for the application process; presenting a richer picture of learners’ achievements on application; supporting learning, teaching and assessment and supporting continuing professional development.  Dr Smallwood’s presentation is available on the Delivery Partnership page on the UK website and further information on e-portfolio development is available from: www.nottingham.ac.uk/eportfolio.

JISC has produced a Briefing Note: e-Portfolios An overview of JISC activities, September 2007 available from www.jisc.ac.uk.

· In December Jill Johnson, Director of Policy and Communications at UCAS, gave a presentation on the current different uses of e-portfolios and their future potential in improving applications to HE.  Reference was made to a number of possibilities. In light of the discussion, the DPSG agreed that e-portfolios could be used in a variety of different ways and could be useful as part of the admissions decision making process but would not directly improve the application process and that individual stakeholders should decide which e-portfolio product would best suite their individual needs and circumstances.    
Implementation of the gathered field (Recommendation 7a)

The DPSG has been tasked with investigating the introduction of a gathered field whereby no early offers are submitted by HEIs to applicants before a deadline proposed as 15 January.  Progress reports 4 and 5 outlined the results of the consultation on the gathered field, which revealed limited support for such a proposal.  It was also evident that HEIs believed that they already conducted a fair system due to the ‘principle of equal consideration’ i.e. whereby all applicants must be treated equally by HEIs up until 15 January.  In view of this the DPSG has agreed to produce a number of case-studies to illustrate how the current system works.  These case-studies will also be used to model the impact of no early offers. 

The DPSG’s view is that an increased number of clear and transparent Entry Profiles, together with enhanced feedback might go a long way towards changing any perceptions of unfairness in admissions by some stakeholder groups. There was considerable support for releasing reject decisions progressively rather than awaiting a deadline. This would be a topic that the DPSG would return to consider at future meetings.

UCAS Extra (Recommendation 8) and vacancy lists (Recommendation 9)  

The UCAS Admissions Guide states ‘The purpose of the Extra procedure is to give applicants who have used all five choices, but are holding no offers, the opportunity of making a further application or applications and receiving an offer before results are published and Clearing starts.’. As such Extra fulfils Recommendation 8 to allow further applications in addition to the initial application through UCAS.  At the instigation of the DPSG the time period for the use of Extra has been extended for entry in 2008, first referrals will start on 26 February 2008 with the final referral allowed on 7 July 2008.  Within this period applicants can receive decisions and continue to refer themselves if required where vacancies remain. The courses that have vacancies through Extra are flagged on the UCAS Course Search and additionally posters are distributed to schools and colleges in the New Year.  It is expected that there will be features in the press but the contract for vacancy publications has not yet been awarded by UCAS so full details are not available. Additionally UCAS will continue to update the content of the UCAS website and will be promoting the start and use of Extra throughout the period. DPSG has also emphasised the importance of advice and guidance in ensuring the successful use of the process. It is hoped that by opening EXTRA earlier more applicants will feel that they have the opportunity to make an additional choice.
Ability to make fresh applications if an applicant has achieved higher grades than their

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

In view of the importance of engaging stakeholders in this process, the TAG agreed at the outset that they would engage all stakeholders in taking forward this proposal, recognising that it was essential that HEIs, colleges and schools had an opportunity to influence and shape the final output. As such, in May-June 2007 the TAG conducted a formal consultation on two possible models, an ‘adjustment‘ model and an ‘aspirational’ model and has also held informal consultations at the Delivery Partnership conferences in May and December 2007.   In devising possible models various issues were considered such as the scale of the problem, the holistic way in which many HEIs conducted admissions (i.e. admissions was not just about grades), how change could affect both applicant and institutional behaviour and the need to keep the application process as simple as possible. 

In light of the feedback received from both formal and informal the consultations, further adjustments were made to the models by the TAG and presented to DPSG for consideration in December 2007.  At the meeting DPSG agreed that the following proposal should be taken forward:

Model: A variation in the rules of the UCAS scheme in clearing, which would allow an applicant

to seek an alternative place for the specific academic reason of having done better than their

 conditional firm offer.  This would be achieved by the use of a new release code into clearing. 

The DPSG acknowledged that this model could be administered by HEIs but would require advisers on hand to 

ensure that applicants used this option appropriately and genuinely wished to change their choice.  It was also noted that this was the simplest option and in effect legitimised what sometimes took place already.  The TAG group will meet in January 2008 to draw out the exact process to ensure that the integrity of the clearing process is not affected whilst allowing students to seek an alternative place whilst protecting their original offer. 

A Working Group on the proposals was held at the Delivery Partnership conference on 11 December 2007 and provided some useful implementation issues for consideration by the TAG in January.  Attention was drawn to a time-limit for the applicant to adjust and for HEIs making a choice; how HEIs will be notified if an applicant has opted to make a fresh application and how the model would operate in relation to application in Scotland whereby Scottish applicants who received unconditional offers on the basis of their existing qualifications but then improved on these in their sixth year.

A further report on how the model would operate would be submitted by the TAG to DPSG at the meeting in February.  Details of the procedure will be available in Progress Report No 7.  
Simplifying the applications process for art and design (Recommendation 16) 

Further to the May consultation on the art and design applications process it was evident that changing the current process in a limited way by suggesting that HEIs chose one route only for art and design applications would not achieve the objective of simplification – indeed the changes were unlikely to enhance transparency and would create more difficulties for widening participation. In the light of this the Art and Design Working Group (ADWG), chaired by Professor David Vaughan, has agreed to hold a number of further meetings between now and Easter to devise a way forward, with a view to making proposals for consultation in late Spring for implementation for the 2010 cycle.  At the most recent ADWG meeting the Group tested what the fundamentals of a revised system would need to be and examined some alternative scenarios.  This material was further explored at the Delivery Partnership seminar on 11 December with the position / needs of the applicant in relation to the Route A and Route B process being the driving factor for change.            
Assessing impact on different applicant groups

8.
The DPSG is keen to ensure that none of the recommendations impact negatively on any particular applicant group. In view of this, consideration has been given to the potential issues for international student recruitment, students with disabilities and part-time and mature students which may arise as a result of the proposed reforms.  A discussion seminar was held with practitioners working with mature and part-time student on 6 December. Attention has also been drawn to the potential ‘equality and diversity’ impact. This work has been carried out in consultation with the Universities UK’s International and European Policy Committee, the British Universities International Liaison Association, the Equalities Challenge Unit, and Skill (Bureau for Students with Disabilities).  

9.
The DPSG is also aware of the importance of ensuring that all stakeholders are clear in their understanding of the benefits of the changes. Emphasis has, therefore, been placed on the development and dissemination of key messages and benefits for both applicants and HEIs arising from the reform programme.  This work has already begun with the development of a statement on the key benefits of Entry Profiles for applicants (see paragraph on Entry Profiles).  

Importance of information advice and guidance 

10.
The DPSG has agreed that it is essential that applicants, schools, and parents are aware of the reforms that are taking place both in HE applications process and the introduction of the new 14-19 Diplomas.  The IAG bodies will be critical in providing timely, high-quality, information and advice on these changes.  It is important that applicants are aware of how GCSE and A Level choices might or might not restrict HE application choices, how the selection process operates including the availability and role of EXTRA, and how fairness and transparency is ensured.  The appointment of nine new regional advisors for Diplomas in England should facilitate this process.   
Next steps

11.
The DPSG recognises that implementing the proposals by 2009 entry represents a significant commitment for the Delivery Partnership and the need to make rapid progress.  In light of this, the DPSG will continue to meet every two months in 2008 as follows: 

  
2008:   6 February, 22 April, 26 June, 7 October, 11 December.         
12. A third Delivery Partnership conference will be held in May 2008.  This will provide a further opportunity for 

      stakeholders  to contribute to the implementation process. 

13. At the February meeting the DPSG will focus on vocational qualifications. Consideration will be given to: 

Recommendation 19: How information can be improved for non A level applicants; and 

Recommendation 20: Work to begin on ensuring that the results of non- A level portfolio based qualifications are published earlier than they are at present. These Recommendations were developed to remove any disadvantage for students taking vocational qualifications that could occur due to a lack of information about the HE timetable or due to receiving results at a later date than A levels and other qualifications such as Highers. This will require taking account of the introduction of the 14-19 Diplomas in England.  With regard to the outcomes of research into vocational progression the DPSG will also consider how to ensure that the needs of those taking vocational qualifications are properly understood and safeguarded.  

14.  An initial discussion of these issues was held at the DP Conference on 11 December.  Information on the 

       presentation by UCAS is available on the  UUK website:   

       http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/activities/admissions.asp.

Enquiries 

15.
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) 

December 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. 
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