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2. Executive Summary

This report describes a project aimed to improve fairness in Higher Education and other admissions systems by providing for an enhanced system of feedback, especially to unsuccessful applicants. The project objectives were to investigate the provision of high-quality feedback to applicants on their application to Higher Education, including types of applicant other than the typical 18-year-old; to consider transferability to other types of admission system; and to consider how aggregated anonymous feedback could be used for quality assurance purposes. 

The key output from the project is a self-contained demonstrator, hosted at UCAS and freely accessible across the internet. This illustrates how Higher Education institutions can set up banks of pre-prepared feedback statements at institution, faculty and course level, and use one or more of them, with flexible addition of free text, to provide detailed customised feedback statements to accompany decisions. Applicants can then access the feedback via a dedicated interface.  Institutions can also record notes, visible only internally, on the reasons behind each decision. 
Using a mixture of surveys, interviewing and focus groups, user requirements were established for applicants, school and college advisers and built in to a business process model to form the basis of development.  The existing feedback system for 2009 entry via UCAS was also analysed and used to inform the model.  

Development of the demonstrator is now complete and early reaction is favourable.  However, further time is required to obtain feedback from initial consultees, and to widen the consultation to others, including mature applicants and employers. It would also be valuable to investigate the use of the demonstrator to provided aggregated feedback for analysis and quality assurance. 

Following this consultation, it is recommended that consideration be given to working with UCAS and a group of interested Higher Education Institutions, to incorporate the key features of the demonstrator into a prototype feedback system which is part of the real admissions process.  A feasibility study and business case will be required to determine whether such a prototype can run in parallel to the main UCAS system, or be part of it. This should also include consideration of the use of aggregated feedback for quality assurance.      

3. Background

The Schwarz Report ‘Fair Admissions to HE: Recommendations for Good Practice’ (2004)1 listed five principles of a fair admissions system, of which the first was that a fair admissions system should be transparent.  As well as providing the information applicants needed to make an informed choice of course, transparency was considered to include a mechanism for providing feedback to applicants:

‘Institutions should conduct and publish a periodic analysis of admissions data, and provide feedback on request to unsuccessful applicants’

In accordance with this principle, in February 2008 the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions group (SPA) published a Statement of Good practice on Feedback to Unsuccessful Applicants2, following consultation with the sector which started in May 2007.  The SPA Statement of Good Practice provides a detailed development of the transparency principle, with sixteen sections related to the publication of clear criteria for decision making on applications and to the provision of feedback to unsuccessful applicants.   

In the early development of this statement SPA collaborated in the work of a JISC-funded UCAS scoping study, which investigated the way in which feedback was provided to applicants for employment, as a possible model for HE.  This study, which was completed in March 20073, concluded that employers’ processes for providing such feedback had not reached any higher level of development than the best HE practice of the time.  However, as result of the investigations, the study was able to make seven specific recommendations about good practice in the field, and findings were summarised in an aspirational view of good practice, labelled an ‘HE Application Model’ 

This Statement of Good Practice and the findings of the scoping study formed the background to this project.  The project sought to improve and encourage fairness in admissions to HE by investigating the provision of high-quality feed-back to applicants on their application to HE, while minimising the additional administrative burden paced on institutions.  

One of the key conclusions of the scoping study has particular relevance for this project: 

‘For applicants applying through UCAS there is a progression through a centralised system, which permits three distinct rounds of application for a particular year of entry, up to six initial choices (this will be 5 from 2008 entry) , and if unsuccessful followed by further choices in Extra, and finally choices in Clearing. The progression provides a structure, through which the applicant can improve performance, in respect of applications to different HEIs and in some cases the same ones, or even sometimes the same course. For school and college leavers the process might be strongly supported by staff in the feeder establishment, who are well placed to act as agents for the applicant.  These factors increase the demand for feedback and probably its efficacy.’ 

The implication of the above is that the unique features of the UCAS application process could allow a response to feedback by an applicant within the same application cycle, allowing an applicant to tailor and direct subsequent applications so as to maximise the chance of success.   

As a result of developments at UCAS, it will already be possible for institutions to supply some feedback to unsuccessful applicants for 2009 entry through the UCAS, CUKAS4 and GTTR5 schemes. This will be achieved by use of an amended decision with the addition of free-text, or an institution-specific abbreviation providing details of the feedback. Part of the project was to investigate whether this process could or should be further developed
4. Aims and Objectives

The broad aim of the project was to demonstrate how to improve fairness in admissions to Higher Education through provision of effective feedback to a range of applicants: hence the title Effective Feedback to Improve Fair Admissions (EFIFA).

The specific objectives were: 

1. To investigate the provision of high-quality feedback to applicants on their application to HE, beyond what will be available for 2009 entry, without placing an additional administrative overhead on institutions. This will result in a tested prototype implementation of a revised admission process and an associated report. 

2. To consider the role of aggregated anonymous feedback for quality assurance of the overall process in sending and receiving institutions.  The results of this analysis will be included in the report. 

3. To consider the needs of other types of applicant in addition to the typical 18-year-old, such as the adult in employment.  A specific approach will be made to adult applicants to gain inclusion in survey work. 

4. To consider transferability of any system developed to other contexts, including FE admissions, postgraduate admissions, and use by employers in providing feedback to job applicants.   

In practice, it has been found necessary to modify these aims to some extent, to allow for sufficient development time and resource: 

1. The first aim has been largely achieved in the production of a stand-alone demonstrator accessible to all through the web, incorporating a revised and enhanced system of feedback to applicants. 

2. As part of the Business Analysis for the project, Higher Education institution responses made under the current UCAS system of feedback have been evaluated, allowing the role of aggregated anonymous feedback to be considered.

3. Care has been taken in developing the demonstrator to allow for use by a wide range of applicants, but no specific approach has yet been made to mature applicants. It is hoped to make such an approach as part of dissemination and consultation activities. 

4. The system has been designed and documented  in such a way that it can be readily transferred to other contexts, but the web page design  and underlying technology of the current demonstrator is based on the UCAS application system.  This has the consequence that the demonstrator’s technical solution cannot be simply lifted out and put into a different context, but the design concept can be applied in this way. 
5. Methodology

5.1
Overall approach
The overall approach was to work with a range of staff and students from schools, colleges and Higher Education Institutions to gather user needs and  investigate current practice, in order to inform the development of revised business processes which would incorporate the required feedback systems, including the good practice previously identified 2,3.  Account was taken of an existing UCAS plan to provide feedback to applicants for 2009 entry, using statements attached by institutions to numerical codes.  

Work was structured according to the following plan: 

1. Gathering of  needs and investigation of current practice working with:

a.  HE institutions representing a range of different types of institution, who are already interested in or committed to good applicant feedback.   

b. A similar number of secondary schools, across a range of school types.

2. Documentation of projected UCAS practice for 2009 entry, intended to provide coded feedback via Track; and include any user requirements gathered for this projected system. 

3. Include user requirements and current practice in Postgraduate and FE admissions systems as examples of those not currently covered by UCAS.

4. Produce technical models for typical existing processes, working with staff from JISC-CETIS to refine the models.  Include the projected 2009 UCAS Track feedback system in these models. 

5. Following from this analysis of existing business processes, develop revised business processes to include the provision of feedback, according to the SPA Statement of Good Practice.  

6. Building on experience of modelling of existing processes, and on the modelling applied in the scoping study3, produce a technical model for the revised processes that outlines how tools and services can be combined in a relevant workflow.  

7. Submit this revised technical model as a service usage model to the  e-Framework. Alan Paull is  to prepare an Archimate model to satisfy this requirement. 
8. Building on the model, produce a prototype implementation of the necessary tools and services. 
9. Carry out usability testing on the prototype implementation with administrators, applicants and teaching staff in institutions

10. Trial the prototype implementation with test data

11. Evaluate the efficiency and fairness of the revised processes. 

12. Test and evaluate the provision of aggregated anonymous feedback based on the trial data. 

The approach was taken in order to respond to the perceived needs of HEIs, applicants and their schools and colleges. As a simple system of feedback to applicants was already planned for 2009 entry, it was important to consider what enhancements to this system users might want to see, and to evaluate if there were any conflicting requirements in different sections of the user community. 
 Items shown in italics were not able to be implemented within the timescale of the project. Usability testing and trialling of the prototype is currently under way but is not complete: funds have been set aside to cover this. 

5.2
Scope

The scope of the project included: 

· Recording by admissions staff of admission decisions at the time of decision making as the basis for possible feedback. 

· Facility for admissions staff to send a standardised response, including a reference to information from the entry requirements for the course, at the point of rejection for those applicants who do not have the minimum entry requirements.

· Facility for admissions staff to send a standardised response, including a reference to information from the Entry Profile for the course, at the point of rejection for those applicants who do have the minimum entry requirements.

· Facility for admissions staff to retrieve quickly the information they need in order to be able to respond to feedback.

· Facility for admissions staff to be able to provide both generalised and personal written feedback in a timely fashion, as defined by the HEI’s feedback policy, to applicants who make a written request for feedback. 

· Development to the prototype stage only. 

· Implementation of the prototype based on test applicant data only

· Usability testing with administrators, applicants and teaching staff in institutions. 

· Evaluation of efficiency and fairness of the revised processes.

· Evaluation of an associated facility for aggregated and anonymous feedback. 

· Dissemination of the results of the project to stakeholders as defined below.

· Recommendations for any further data validation or quality assurance which might be needed in a fully operational system.

· Recommendations for any further data protection, which might be needed in a fully operational system.

· A report, as defined in the Project Outputs, covering the development and operation and development of the prototype, and providing an evaluation of the efficiency and fairness of the revised processes. 

The following were excluded: 
· Data on real applicants. 

· Full User Acceptance Testing.

· Any development beyond the prototype stage. 

· Full data validation processes, which might be required in a fully operational system.

· Full data protection processes, which might be required in a fully operational system.

· Following discussion by the Project Board, including input from SPA, it was decided to exclude the ability for applicants to request further feedback via the system: the alternative approach taken was that such requests should be made directly to an HEI, who could then use the system to respond to the request. 

6. Implementation

The overall approach was implemented by:

· Use of on-line surveys of HEIs, school advisory staff and previous UCAS applicants to gather initial requirements.

· Telephone interviewing of HE Admissions officer with an existing well-developed feedback system.

· Focus group work with school representatives, including demonstration of an initial version of the demonstrator

· Business process modelling of the existing system for 2009 entry.

· Creation of new business process UML models for the proposed new system, as a way to encapsulate gathered user requirements, and as a focus for discussion with the Project Board and SPA.
· Following agreement on the models, production of a functional specification for development of a web-based stand-alone demonstrator incorporating the requirements.

· Securing agreement at UCAS for hosting the demonstrator in a research area of its website, avoiding impacts on or interaction with UCAS operational processes.

· Carrying out development of the demonstrator.

· Presentation of the demonstrator in order to obtain feedback from key audiences, in particular, those audiences where the development schedule did not allow prior consultation. This includes discussion of the demonstrator at the JISC Conference on 24 March 2009 and the  UCAS Admissions Conference on 8 April 2009. 
7. Outputs and Results

7.1
Surveys, Interviews and Focus Groups
7.1.1
 Surveys
The on-line surveys were reasonably successful, with 59 responses from HEIs, 82 from school advisors and 213 from previous applicants who had been unsuccessful in at least one choice for 2008 entry.  Previous applicants were encouraged to enter by the offer of an Apple iPod Nano raffle prize.  Summarized survey results are shown in Appendix 1.  The main findings from the surveys were:

1. All groups, but especially applicants, thought it important for unsuccessful applicants to receive feedback.  
2. Most applicants also supported (though less strongly) feedback to successful applicants, but his was not the case for advisors, and especially not for HEIs, where lack of time was perceived as the main problem.  

3. All groups felt that feedback statements should contain a combination of standard and free text components rather than one or other of these. 

4. All groups favoured a combination of national comment with individual comments from the institution, but the latter were seen as more important. 

5.  HEIs marginally favoured comments at institution level over those at course level, but applicants and advisers preferred comments at course and faculty/department level, with institution or campus level comments less important. 
6. All groups supported provision of feedback against criteria in Entry Profiles. 

7. UCAS Track was the preferred route for provision of feedback for all groups, but advisors and, especially, applicants were also on favour of direct communication from the HEI.  
8. Most HEIs and almost all advisors were in favour of an option in Apply by which applicants could flag permission for feedback to be given to a school or college via a teacher’s version of Track, simultaneously with feedback to the applicant.
7.1.2
Telephone interview 3 November with Kelly Villiers of Coventry University
This university has a well-developed system of feedback to unsuccessful applicants.  The following points were made: 

1. Data has been collected for the last five years on why applicants are unsuccessful.

2. Based on an analysis of these records for nursing students, 15-20 key reasons have been identified and used as the basis of a drop-down list, since expanded by consultation with other faculties. 

3. Using these relatively short reasons, feedback is supplied automatically and quickly to all unsuccessful applicants.  

4. More detailed feedback is only supplied on request. 

5. The system is university-wide and covers all faculties, as admissions are centralised, but no role is seen for any national system of standardised reasons for unsuccessful applications. 

6. Linking feedback reasons to Entry Profiles was not considered to be relevant to a recruiting course or institution.  

7. UCAS Track was seen as the best vehicle for provision of feedback. 

8. There was no support for feedback to be given to a school or college via a teacher’s version of Track. The relationship in this case was with the applicant and there was an alternative university system for linking to schools and advisors.
7.1.3
Discussion at Independent Schools and Colleges Service Advisory Group, 14 November 2008

The advisers’ survey had been circulated prior to the meeting and all participants had been encouraged to come primed for discussion.

Points included:
1. There was little interest in standardised feedback, but more in feedback personalised to individual circumstances.  
2. Preference was for all applicants to receive feedback, not just unsuccessful ones.

3. It was felt that feedback should relate to published criteria, including academic entry requirements. 
4.  It would be very helpful to the school to know that feedback had been given, even if the details of the feedback were not known.  This would help them in their ongoing relationship with the pupil.
5. Many advisers were unsympathetic to the notion that the feedback should not be shared with the school.  They were conscious that knowing the feedback would help them to advise the applicant further, especially in relation to interview techniques where interviews were a normal part of selection
6. Universities often were not prepared to give feedback to schools, so any enhancement of their communication with HEIs would be useful.
7. It was considered that applicants might not realise the importance of individualised feedback, so could easily be content with standard, bland feedback. If the school received copies of the feedback, then at the very least they could use the cases for their own purposes, for future cohorts of pupils and for confirmation that their own advice was sound.

7.1.4
Discussion at State Schools Service Advisory Group, 18 March 2009
The audience (about 8 schools representatives) had been briefed on EFIFA at their previous meeting, and this was an opportunity to show them the developing demonstrator and get reactions and comments. Note that the version of the demonstrator didn’t have the ‘student view’ section. The audience also had the opportunity to fill in response forms and to take them away, have a look again later and send responses by email.

There was a generally favourable reaction to the demonstrator. They thought it was very easy to use – and therefore wanted HEIs to provide feedback properly! They believed that it would be a very good method of giving feedback.

Specific comments were few:
1. Reasons for rejection should be recorded as a matter of routine and good practice: when a decision is made, and therefore with an electronic system to support this, there should be no reason why blanket feedback for unsuccessful applicants couldn’t be given.
2. It was noted that almost all feedback now is given when the decisions are made. This type of system should support that approach.

3. The ability for applicants to request feedback via UCAS Track was seen as important, and it might stimulate HEIs to put in place systems to satisfy the demand.

4. The ability to give free text individualised feedback was seen as important. 
7.1.5
Survey issues: incorporation of consultation findings into the model

Key issues raised by the survey are discussed below, with comments on incorporation of the findings into the  business process model: 
· Provision of feedback at Institution, Faculty and Course level received most support, with less value perceived to attach to a national bank of feedback statements.  In the model, these were organised in a hierarchical way such that, once a user for a given institution had chosen a faculty or a course, they would be presented with drop-down lists of pre-recorded statements specific to the chosen faculty or course only.
 Although expressed in this Higher Education terminology for the purposes of the model, these terms could be regarded as special cases of categories more widely applicable.  For example on the employment context, categories might be expressed as Branch, Department and Job, or similar. 

· There was general support for the facility to select a number of pre-prepared comments and to add linking or surrounding free text, and the model provided for this.

· Responses from applicants and the independent schools Service Advisory Group suggested feedback to all applicants, not just unsuccessful ones. The model does support this, in that it allows recruiters/selectors to set up their own predefined feedback statements and to add free text, sufficient to cover a number of scenarios. It would be up to institution to decide whether or how much to make use of this.   

· The state schools Service Advisory Group suggested the possibility of including within the system a facility (e.g. via Track) for an applicant to request feedback. The Project Board discussed this fully, however, it was rejected on the basis that it would encourage trivial requests and, as a result, discourage HEI support for the system. In the absence of this facility, applicants would have to request feedback directly from HEIs. In practice this would be a feature of implementation within the UCAS or other application system – it is not included in the stand-alone demonstrator. 
· Coventry University and the school Service Advisory Groups were in favour of providing at least concise feedback to all unsuccessful applicants, without a request. It would be up to an institution to decide whether to implement this, but the demonstrator allows it for a dummy group of applicants.   
7.2 Business process models and functional requirements
The Functional Requirements document produced by the Business Analyst is provided separately.  Key flowcharts from the document are reproduced as Figures 1 and 2 below. Activity, class and use case diagrams are separately provided. 
Key features of the new feedback model as illustrated in the figures are: 

1. The ability to set up predefined responses in advance, with the optional addition of free text at the time of sending feedback. Figure 1 shows how this can be done, by a user providing a feedback code and associated text, as well as (via the user interface) an activator character to inform the host system of the type of transaction required (Add. Modify, Delete).
2. The ability to set up predefined responses at three different levels. For the purposes of initial illustration, these are labelled according to an application via UCAS: at ‘institution’, ‘faculty’ and ‘course level’. These are hierarchical, so that once the institution is chosen, responses displayed at the faculty level relate only to the chosen institution, and so on.  With a small amount of re-labelling, these levels could be set up as ‘Company Division’, ‘Branch’ and ‘Job Title’ or similar, for use in application for employment. 

3. The ability to select multiple predefined responses, and to provide linking text. The institution can use the system to make a decision and provide (or not) immediate feedback – Fig. 2 (a).  The applicant either initiates a request for feedback or requests further feedback (Fig. 2 (b)).  The institution can select appropriate pre-defined text, check the text and add free text (Fig. 2 (c), (d), (e)).  In fact, this loop can be repeated, to build up a complete feedback statement, before saving to the database (Fig.2 (f)).  The applicant then views the decision/feedback (Fig.2 (g)). The applicant may request further feedback, but again, only directly to the institution.    
4. The ability to supply feedback at any stage in the application.  Note that, though this is implied as a feature, it can only be actually implemented as part of the incorporation of the model into a real application system.   
5. The incorporation of aspects of good feedback practice, including: a link to the SPA Good Practice statement; a selection of statements in the demonstrator that have been agreed with SPA as exemplifying good practice; and encouragement to institutions to carry out quality assurance of their standard statements.
Figure 1.
Pre-defined Text Maintenance
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Figure 2.
 The Feedback Process
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7.3 The demonstrator and the project website
The demonstrator is available via the EFIFA Project website at http://www.efifa.co.uk/.  From the home page, click on ‘Run EFIFA Demonstrator’   It is hosted at UCAS and is currently only available in this demonstration format, based on a small database of test data.  Options for further development are discussed in the Implications and Recommendations sections.  
The Project website also contains documentation on project management and reference material; and will be updated to accumulate results of feedback on the demonstrator (see below). 
 The following is a concise guide to using the demonstrator.
7.3.1 Home page
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For demonstration purposes, the Home Page is the starting point for Students and Institutions, though in a real system each would have their own interface.  Starting from scratch, an institution would normally begin by selecting ‘Maintain Pre-Defined Fields’

7.3.2
Maintain pre-defined fields
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A number of institutions are used as examples.  These are real institutions in the UCAS scheme, however although feedback statements are also real examples from existing practice, they are for the purposes of the demonstrator not necessarily taken from the associated institutions. Users may select an institution as an example:  
7.3.3
 Maintain pre-defined fields – particular institution
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Previously created comments can be modified or deleted at the three levels, by selection from the lists, or new comments can be added. 

7.3.4
Add comment at course level
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For example, to add a comment at course level, the course is selected from the upper scrollable list, and text added to the Text box.  It is suggested that text be pasted from a word-processor, as there is no built-in spell-checker.   
7.3.5
Give feedback
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Having selected ‘Staff Give Feedback’ from the main menu and again selected an institution, the demonstrator shows the status of (dummy) applicants at the institution.  This allows the user to view existing decisions/feedback, record a decision and give feedback, by clicking one of the links against the applicant in the right-hand column.
7.3.6
Give feedback – specific candidate
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For example, pre-defined comments at one of three levels can now be selected from the lists shown above as ‘Institution fields’, ‘Faculty fields’ or ‘Course fields’ and will be displayed in the large box below. These can be re-ordered if necessary and free text added around and between them, so as to build up a complete feedback statement. Pre-defined comments are coded and codes can be directly entered, if known. The statement can then be saved for viewing by the candidate. 

 7.3.7
View feedback
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In this demonstration, students select ‘View Feedback’ from the main menu and enter a simple identification number.  In a real application, this would be typically their user name and password for UCAS Track, or it could be similar login procedure as used for the MIAP Learner Register. This allows them to view the feedback, as shown above.    

The development phase of the demonstrator took longer than expected, as a result of which it has only recently been possible to exhibit it for comment to key audiences.  Feedback to date has been generally favourable; however, the process of gathering feedback on the product has continued from April 2009 as follows:

· Demonstration and workshop discussion at the UCAS Admissions Conference on 8 April 2009.
· Consultation with a number of specific universities and colleges, who have expressed a willingness to provide feedback

· Consultation with mature applicants

· Via the project website: using a specific feedback form and the blog
8. Outcomes

An evaluation of the outcomes in terms of the specific objectives of the project shows that: 

1. The first objective has been largely achieved in the production of a stand-alone demonstrator accessible to all through the web, incorporating a revised and enhanced system of feedback to applicants. 

2. As part of the Business Analysis for the project, Higher Education institution responses made under the current UCAS system of feedback have been evaluated.  This has gone some way in allowing the role of aggregated anonymous feedback to be considered. In a real system, analysis of centrally recorded pre-written statements by the institution, or an outside body such as UCAS or SPA, could provide a measure of quality control. Effective analysis of free text added later would be more complex and would depend on the details of implementation in a live environment. 
3. Care has been taken in developing the demonstrator to allow for use by a wide range of applicants, but no specific approach has yet been made to mature applicants. It is hoped to make such an approach as part of dissemination and consultation activities. 

4. The system has been designed in such a way that it can be readily transferred to other contexts, but the web page design of the current demonstrator is based on the UCAS application system.

The overall aim of the project was to demonstrate how to improve fairness in admissions to Higher Education through provision of effective feedback to a range of applicants. Feedback on applications can be linked to fairness in that it adds very powerfully to Information, Advice and Guidance on subsequent applications; and uneven availability of effective Information, Advice and Guidance is one important contributor to any current lack of fairness in admissions. 

 In demonstrating a ready means of providing tailored feedback, combining multiple pre-defined and free-text phrases, the project has contributed significantly to this aim.  The demonstrator is a valuable tool to explore some of the possibilities of feedback and as a focus for discussion between applicant, school/college, Higher education and potentially employer communities on needs and priorities. 

However, one of the inevitable comments on the demonstrator is to the effect of: ‘This is great: when can we have it?’ The real gains from the project will be fully realised as and when the key features of the demonstrator can be incorporated into the UCAS and other admissions systems.  This is covered in the Implications and Recommendations Section. 
The demonstrator is fully documented and supported by UML modelling, which will assist in scaling up and incorporation into real applications systems.  It does not in itself utilise or need a service-oriented approach, however it is designed in such a way that incorporation into a service-oriented business application would be straightforward.  This is achieved by development in three tiers with decoupling between the tiers: a web tier (user interface); a business logic tier; and a database tier.  The user interface could be readily replaced by a web-service tier.  Further details are available in the Developer’s Technical Report.     
9. Conclusions

1. The project has succeeded on producing a worthwhile demonstrator available through the web, which illustrates new and valuable facilities to provide feedback to unsuccessful applicants, beyond what is available via UCAS for 2008 entry. 

2. The project has stimulated discussion about feedback and its relationship to fair admissions in a number of important forums, including national forums such as UCAS, SPA and Delivery Partnership conferences and meetings.  These reflective discussions have included admissions staff in schools, colleges and higher education institutions, and this stimulus to thinking about feedback has moved the issue up the agenda for change implementation.  By demonstrating a practical example of a revised process, the project has provided a pointer to future changes that are embedded in good practice.  It is significant that new feedback systems are being, and should continue to be, viewed in a holistic context, rather than as necessary bureaucratic burdens of little importance.

3. Though labelled initially as a system relevant to Higher Education entry, the demonstrator provides a useful focus for discussion on the requirements of a generic applicant feedback system.  
4. Initial responses to the developing demonstrator have been favourable, but more consultation with key stakeholders is required now that the demonstrator is complete. 
5. Further consultation is needed with volunteers from Higher Education and Further Education institutions; with young and mature applicants; and with employers.

6. Benefits to applicants, advisers and institutions will only be realised by incorporation of the into real application systems.

7. The documentation and design of the demonstrator will facilitate such incorporation into real systems.   

10. Implications

The main implication of the work is that it requires to be built on so as to realise benefits to applicants to Higher Education; and to extend benefits to other types of applicant. It is suggested that, following further consultation, a plan should be drawn up to work with volunteer institutions to develop a prototype for use in real UCAS applications.  
The following schedule is suggested for further development: 

	1
	Following further use of and feedback from the demonstrator, as described in the Conclusions section, produce an updated evaluation report.
	31/08/09

	2
	Draw up User Requirements for submission to the UCAS 2011 project for incorporation of features of the demonstrator into the UCAS application system for 2011 entry. This has a deadline of the end of May.
	5/05/09 -31/05/09

	3
	Cary out a feasibility study for development by 2012 entry of a full implementation version of the demonstrator within the UCAS application system, either in parallel with the normal UCAS operational system, or as part of the main UCAS system.   
	By 31/08/09

	4
	Based on feedback from the Admissions Conference and from other contacts, establish a group of volunteer institutions who would undertake to implement the prototype feedback system, including any features available for 2011 entry. This would cover HE and FE institutions across all mission groups and outside them.  
	By 30/09/09

	5
	Consider feedback development for UKPASS, the UCAS postgraduate application service
	By 31/08/09

	6
	Through UCAS membership of the top 100 companies in Gloucestershire, establish the level of local employer interest in implementation of the feedback model.  Discuss also with companies identified in the JISC Applicant Feedback Study of March 20076 
	By 30/09/09


11. Recommendations 
	1
	It is recommended that the above schedule for further development be endorsed by the Project Board and discussed at a meeting between JISC and UCAS in May-June 2009.
	

	2
	The feasibility study for development by 2012 entry of a full implementation version of the demonstrator within the UCAS application system should consider the business case and possible sources of external funding.
	

	3
	The feasibility study should also consider use of the demonstrator to provide aggregated feedback for analysis and quality assurance. 
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Appendix 1
Survey Results
EFIFA - Surveys

Critical points to come out of the 3 * November surveys to HEIs, Advisers and Applicants @ 20/11/08.

HEIs

1.
Do you currently operate a system of feedback to unsuccessful applicants?
YES









57.4%
2.
If yes, what are the key features of this system? Please tick all that apply
On request only








75.0%

To unsuccessful applicants only






39.3%

Free text









35.7%

Standardised phrases linked to institution’s codes




25.0%

Other (5):

1.
Most requests for feedback receive our standard email detailing the competition for places and that unfortunately a large number of very well qualified applicants will be disappointed.  We give instructions for requesting further feedback should they desire it.  A small proportion will receive direct personal feedback immediately.  Applicants following up for further information, will either receive a personal email from Admissions, more usually when there are clear reasons for Rejection.  Where this is not the case, and particularly for very competitive Arts subjects, the applicant will receive a detailed email from the Admissions Officer for that particular subject.  Many of our Admissions Officers take this very seriously, as they are aware of the importance of assuring applicants that our decisions are not a lottery.  From 09 cycle, we have commenced providing a reason with every Rejection decision.

2.
Depending on course the method used varies.
3.
Typically an initial generic response is further backed up with a subsequent personalised response.
4.
Verbal feedback to those who are not successful after an interview for some professional courses.
5.
Standard letter sent to unsuccessful applicants; additional feedback on request only.

3.
Do you intend to introduce feedback in line with the good practice statement from SPA (the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions programme)?
Yes, we will have policies and procedures in place by the Delivery Partnership deadline of December 2008








41.5%

This happens already






22.0%

4.
Had you heard of the change to the UCAS system giving the option for electronic feedback to unsuccessful applicants, to be introduced for 2009 entry?
YES









80.5%

5.
Is there anything unclear about the proposed system?
NO










81.8%

6.
Please rank the following systems in term of priority for a feedback system to be installed?
UCAS - 1st














95.0%

GTTR - 2nd














53.3%

CUKAS - 2nd













44.0%

CUKAS - 3rd













56.0%

GTTR - 3rd














40.0%

7.
How important is it for applicants to receive feedback about their unsuccessful and successful application to HE?  1 – Not important at all, 5 - Extremely important.
Unsuccessful - 5












40.0%

Unsuccessful - 4












25.0%

Unsuccessful - 3












17.5%

Successful - 1












34.2%

Successful - 2












18.4%

Successful - 3












13.2%

Successful - 4












13.2%

8.
What should a feedback system do?
Supply standardised phrases to all unsuccessful applicants, 
plus personalised feedback in response to a request




42.5%

Supply feedback only in response to a request from the applicant


32.5%
Supply feedback to all unsuccessful applicants, without a request from them (This is not currently planned)









17.5%

Other (2):

1.
1 and 3 above.

2.
A combination of the first two options, which can be dependent on course.

9.
What type of feedback text could best provide adequate feedback?
A standard piece of text selected from a menu or bank of previously 
prepared statements







25.0%

A piece of free text entered “live” by the university or college 
which potentially could be longer than a standard piece of text


0.0%

A combination of the two







72.5%

10.
If there were to be standard responses, how should they be formulated?
Based on a system of comments specific to the university and 
college involved








17.5%

Based on a national system of comments used by all universities 
and colleges








12.5%

Based on a mixture of the two above: national, supplemented by 
comments from individual universities and colleges




67.5%
11.
If individual university and college comments are used, at what level should they operate? Please tick all that apply
At institution level where comments cover the whole institution


47.5%
At course level with different comments for each course



35.0%

Other (3):

1.
Institution level is fine - but with the facility for free text to supplement as appropriate

2.
I would say a mixture of the above.  Some comments may only be relevant to specific courses whereas others could apply to all courses.

3.
We currently provide feedback on request at a personalised level, therefore it is specific to the applicant and the course they applied to.  Some reasons for rejection will be common across faculties or the university, but reasons would lose their value if they were restricted to being at such a generalised level.

12.
For approximately what percentage of your courses have you developed UCAS Entry Profiles?
> 85%















60.0%

13.
Do you agree that feedback should be provided against criteria in Entry Profiles?
YES















42.5%

NO
















32.5%

Don't Know














25.0%

14.
Would you like an electronic system (currently beyond UCAS electronic functionality) for decision makers to rapidly record a decision and associated feedback?
YES















67.5%

NO
















32.5%

15.
If yes, where should this information be stored?
At my institution














14.8%
At UCAS















11.1%
At Both















74.1%
16.
By what route should feedback be provided?
Via UCAS Track









57.1%

Via UCAS Track plus additional comments direct from the institution



22.9%

By direct communication from the institution






8.1%

Other (4):

1.
I don't like the use of the word SHOULD in some of these questions - nor not being able to choose more than one option - as this makes it hard for us to respond - and results may not accurately reflect respondents’ intentions.  A variety of options should be available for HEIs to select from - maybe using a combination.

2.
I would say both via track and the HEI.
3.
Either in a method directly controlled by the institution (e.g. email or portal) or via Track if the institution chooses to use this route.

4.
Depending on the circumstances for each individual a combination via Track and direct from the institution.  There can be instances where the reason is due to information that is confidential between the institution and applicant, e.g. medical information, where it would be inappropriate to share with UCAS.
17.
Would you welcome an option in Apply by which applicants could flag permission for feedback to be given to a school or college via a teacher’s version of Track, simultaneously with feedback to the applicant?
YES















65.7%

NO
















34.3%

18.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
12 responses, summarised as follows:

19.
In what way might this differ from an 'ideal' system of feedback to all applicants?
10 responses, summarised as follows:

20.
Would you be happy to participate it a workshop to discuss your requirements and/or to review a model or prototype feedback system?
YES















51.4%

NO
















48.6%

N.B.
Of the 18 (51.4%) who said YES, only 12 provided contact details !

Advisers
1.
Have you heard of the change to the UCAS system giving the option for electronic feedback to unsuccessful applicants, to be introduced for 2009 entry?
YES















75.8%

2.
Please rank the following systems in term of priority for a feedback system to be installed?
UCAS - 1st















100.0%

CUKAS - 2nd














100.0%

3.
How important is it for applicants to receive feedback about their unsuccessful and successful application to HE?  1 – Not important at all, 5 - Extremely important.
Unsuccessful - 5













71.0%

Unsuccessful - 4













12.9%

Successful - 3













29.5%

Successful - 2













19.7%

Successful - 4













16.4%

Successful - 5













16.4%

Successful - 1













14.8%

4.
What type of response can best provide adequate feedback?
A standard piece of text selected from a menu or bank of previously 
prepared statements







3.2%

A piece of free text entered “live” by the university or college 
which potentially could be longer than a standard piece of text


37.1%

A combination of the two







58.1%

Other (1):
" a genuine comment from the admissions tutor focused on the candidate's qualifications, statement and reference."

5.
If there are standard responses, how should they be formulated?
Based on a system of comments specific to the university and 
college involved








17.7%

Based on a national system of comments used by all universities 
and colleges








9.7%

Based on a mixture of the two above: national, supplemented by 
comments from individual universities and colleges




67.7%
Other (3):
Summarised:
Avoid standard generic responses - Pointless and should not be considered.

6.
If individual university and college comments are used, at what level should they operate? Please tick all that apply
At course level with different comments for each course



46.8%
At department level with different comments for each department


45.2%

At faculty/school level with different comments for each faculty 
or school









41.9%
At institution level where comments cover the whole institution


17.7%
At campus/college level with different comments for each campus 
or college









12.9%
Other (3):

1.
Whichever is most relevant to that applicant.

2.
The more detail the better for the individual applicants and advisers.

3.
A knowledge of how institutions and departments within those institutions make their selections, and the criteria on which they base their acceptances and rejections would be extremely useful to advisers.

7.
Do you agree that feedback should be provided against criteria in Entry Profiles?
YES















75.8%

8.
By what route should feedback be provided?
Via UCAS Track








41.9%

Via UCAS Track plus additional comments direct from the institution


30.6%
By direct communication from the institution





19.4%

Other (4):

1.
Via UCAS Track, but so that teachers have access to it as well and can advise students.  It shouldn't go anywhere near their parents who misinterpret everything (!)  So, in fact, it would be better if it came only to schools who could then share it with their students.

2.
By whichever route the HEI finds practicable, provided the route is clear to the applicant, since this will demand much time to do effectively and there is little point in doing it if it isn't helpful.
3.
Preferably by Track, but there must be an easy way in which schools can access the information provided.

4.
However it is done, it should be easily available for advisers to read as well.
9.
Would you welcome an option in Apply by which applicants could flag permission for feedback to be given to a school or college via a teacher’s version of Track, simultaneously with feedback to the applicant?
YES















98.3%

10.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
43 responses, summarised as follows:

11.
In what way might this differ from an 'ideal' system of feedback to all applicants?
32 responses, summarised as follows:

12.
Would you be happy to participate it a workshop to discuss your requirements and/or to review a model or prototype feedback system?
YES















48.4%

NO
















51.6%

N.B.
Of the 30 (48.4%) who said YES, 28 provided contact details.

Applicants
1.
How important is it for applicants to receive feedback about their unsuccessful and successful application to HE?  1 – Not important at all, 5 - Extremely important
Unsuccessful - 5













80.0%

Unsuccessful - 4













12.6%

Successful - 5













41.7%

Successful - 3













19.8%

Successful - 2













18.8%

Successful - 4













12.5%

2.
What should a feedback system do?
Supply feedback to all unsuccessful applicants, without a request 
from them (This is not currently planned)





40.8%
Supply standardised phrases to all unsuccessful applicants, 
plus personalised feedback in response to a request




33.7%

Supply feedback only in response to a request from the applicant


21.4%

Other (1):

1.
This lets everyone know if they have been unsuccessful, but it also gives the opportunity to find out exactly why they have been unsuccessful.

3.
What type of response can best provide adequate feedback?
A standard piece of text selected from a menu or bank of previously 
prepared statements







10.2%

A piece of free text entered “live” by the university or college 
which potentially could be longer than a standard piece of text


30.6%

A combination of the two







57.1%

Other (1):
" A personal email is always appreciated as it means they have considered you and then you can ask any questions in reply if you would like to."

4.
If there are standard responses, how should they be formulated?
Based on a system of comments specific to the university and 
college involved








37.8%

Based on a national system of comments used by all universities 
and colleges








6.1%

Based on a mixture of the two above: national, supplemented by 
comments from individual universities and colleges




54.1%
Other (1):
"There shouldn't be any, it's unfair"

5.
If individual university and college comments are used, at what level should they operate? Please tick all that apply
At course level with different comments for each course



47.9%
At faculty/school level with different comments for each faculty 
or school









41.7%
At department level with different comments for each department


40.0%

At institution level where comments cover the whole institution


33.3%
At campus/college level with different comments for each campus 
or college









33.3%

Other (3):

1.
At a mixture of department and course level, so the applicant can receive full insight on specific attitude or personal requirements, rather than just relying on academic requirements. This will also make the information a lot more relevant instead of it remaining vague.

2.
I think university and college comments are very important to the applicant and they should be notified from different aspects of the university or college. for example; institute level, course level, and also of the faculty as they can provide helpful information in what qualities they are looking for in an applicant.

3.
At the level at which individual admissions decisions are made (even if they have to be agreed/confirmed at a higher level later on) so you know why the person responsible for making the decision about you made that choice.
6.
Do you agree that feedback should refer to the preferred qualifications, skills or experience mentioned in institutions' Entry Profiles on UCAS Course Search?
YES















95.8%

7.
How would you have preferred to receive feedback?
Via UCAS Track









34.4%

Via UCAS Track plus additional comments direct from the institution



30.2%
By direct communication from the institution






28.1%
Other (3):
Email * 2; Letter * 1.

8.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
63 responses, summarised as follows:

9.
Should all applicants, whether successful or not, receive feedback?
YES















72.9%

NO
















27.1%

9a.
In what way might this differ from a system of feedback just for unsuccessful applicants?

43 responses, summarised as follows:

EFIFA - Surveys

Critical points to come out of the 3 * November surveys to HEIs, Advisers and Applicants @ 20/11/08.

HEIs

Q18.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
12 responses, as follows:

1.
Combination as described above.

2.
A simple system that clearly identifies the MAIN reason for the lack of success, in such a way that it benefits the applicant (e.g. grades not high enough, selective course, etc).  It probably should NOT encourage further unnecessary dialogue, but should remind the applicant about any appeal options that may be available.

3.
Plenty of options - we don't know the ideal way until we have tried some - we don't want to encourage more correspondence, although we are happy to provide feedback.

4.
I think what is currently in place is suitable, the only change would be to perhaps increase word length for codes. 

5.
Institutions to decide whether they routinely give feedback to all unsuccessful candidates or whether only on request.  We certainly want to continue giving only on request, based on current processes and technology used to support the decision making process at an institutional level. Institutions should be able to decide whether they submit standardised/coded reasons to applicants via Track or maintain their own system which can give more customised reasons - which is more relevant for highly selective courses.  Any system should be able to combine frequently used reasons with customised responses.  Sharing reasons with teachers, with the applicant's consent, would be helpful to aid them in providing future guidance provided they do not have an enhanced expectation of being able to challenge the decision (beyond that which may already take place).

6.
Standard responses available with the option to add in extra comments to specific applicants. 

7.
Simply to give feedback to those students who request it

8.
The option to give both generic feedback to all applicants plus more targeted specific feedback on request

9.
First it needs to be quick and simple for HEIs to operate, readily available to applicants, plus applicants must understand that a request for feedback does not mean that the application will be reconsidered.  Applicants must also recognise that HEIs are not able to give extremely detailed feedback, often knowing about ratio of applicants to places can put into perspective why they were unsuccessful.

10.
Unsuccessful applicants need to know why they have been rejected, e.g. if their personal statement is sub-standard, they are aiming their sights too high, or their academic qualifications (e.g. GCSEs, or A level subjects) are insufficient or inappropriate.  Our Admissions Tutors note a reject code(s) on UCAS forms, which can be decoded into a single sentence(s) for the applicant if he/she requests it. Ideally this code would be transmitted through Weblink to UCAS Track to provide standard feedback if an applicant requests it.  If they are still not satisfied, they can then seek further clarification from HEIs personally.
Q19.
In what way might this differ from an 'ideal' system of feedback to all applicants?
10 responses, as follows:

1.
I'm not sure of the value of confirming self evident success for most applicants even for non-standard offers.

2.
I can't believe that HEIs have time to respond to all applicants.  We are a small university and around 50% of ours are Rejected and will receive feedback anyway.  If an applicant receives an offer then they must be pretty strong - why would we want to provide them with feedback? (sorry end of the day !!).

3.
Difficult to answer this as I do not think feedback is necessary for successful applicants.

4.
There is no ideal system of giving feedback to all applicants.  The additional burden of giving feedback to successful applicants is unfeasible for high volume institutions.

5.
Most successful applicants wouldn't generally ask for feedback

6.
n/a.

7.
Applicants often expect very detailed feedback and have no idea that the number of places on courses is limited, especially with Route B students to Art and Design a course can be Full.

8.
I don't see the need to provide feedback to a successful applicant - they have been offered a place.  Feedback should be designed to help a rejected applicant improve their application through Extra or a further round.  To provide feedback to applicants who receive offers is 'nice', but extremely time-consuming and unnecessary.

9.
All applicants is rather excessive.

10.
Would be more generic statements about level of competition.

Advisers
Q10.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
43 responses, as follows:

1.
A combination of the above, but always via the institution.

2.
An ideal system should make it very clear that the school did its best (obviously taking into account grade prognostics, extra-curricular profile etc.) to support the applicant but due to circumstances that have to do with competition and other extraneous factors the applicant was not made an offer.

3.
Subject specific targets to improve future interviews / later applications telling them if they are unsuitable for a chosen course.

4.
Transparent scoring of applications, e.g. GCSE grades; AS grades; A level predictions; Personal Statement; Work Experience; Reference.  Widening participation points, e.g. type of school, social class, education of parents, income bracket.  If universities had more transparent selection criteria - feedback might be unnecessary.

5.
Clearly some system with recognition of fact that applicant may be feeling pretty low - hence my preference for something if possible with a personal/individual component rather than a statement from a generic bank of responses.

6.
Direct to the school, through teachers' access to track - NOT direct to the student, but with them able to access it later on.  They need to have the opportunity to discuss it with staff in case they need counselling.

7.
Information coming to staff first to prepare the pupil.

8.
Email or grid in track with space in a box for added comments from Institution.

9.
Above suggestions are fine.

10.
A statement coming from the admissions committee of the department making the final short listing indicating the aims of the department against the shortcomings of the unsuccessful applicant.

11.
Direct email contact.  It's ideal in that I'm already snowed under with work and cannot contemplate more.

12.
Uncertain.

13.
Individualised response for each candidate, although I realise that this may be very time-consuming & difficult to carry out.

14.
The more specific the information can be, the better.  Certainly information specific to specific courses will be of real value.  In an 'ideal' system reference would be made to the applicant's application itself referring to qualifications and the Personal Statement.

15.
Ideally, an individual letter/email to each applicant, with precise comments specific to them related to the course applied for - especially if they have been rejected following an interview.  They will then know what they need to improve.  There is little point in feeding back to unsuccessful applicants if the information is too general to be useful.

16.
Very specific comments from the institution sent electronically to the applicants and copied to school advisers.

17.
Please see comment to Q3.

18.
Specific information given to the applicant as to why she/he failed to meet the requirements for a specific course.  These should be matched to the entry profile.

19.
Constructive criticism identifying specific reasons for lack of offer.

20.
QUICK, SPECIFIC RATHER THAN GENERIC 'DONT FULFILL CRITERIA' POSSIBLY INDICATION OF HOW MIGHT HAVE BEEN SUCCESSFUL.

21.
Written feedback from the institutions concerned, identifying strengths & weaknesses & reasons for being unsuccessful.  Honest answers, not just 'it was very competitive'.

22.
The higher the predicted grades of the student, the more feedback there should be.  Is there any way, as well as the feedback, links are given to universities, which might still have vacancies in that particular course ?

23.
The ideal would be personalised information on why the candidate had been unsuccessful against entry profile criteria, especially if offered an interview.

24.
Brief indication as to where the application failed: qualifications? personal statement? school reference? predicted grades? external tests such as LNAT? Or simply weight of numbers of applications for the course.

25.
Something simple, universally-understood and comparable, and direct to applicants, but which was specific enough not to raise substantial resulting queries.

26.
Any simple, straightforward text would be sufficient.

27.
Information with regards to their reasons, particularly where the application appears to match the grade criteria set out in the guidelines.  This would alleviate many of the concerns for students and would help them to choose more wisely if the need arose for further applications through UCAS Extra.  Individualised comments through personal areas.

28.
A letter, as a matter of course, detailing reasons and what a student might do to improve their chances if they apply again.

29.
Suggestions as to how the application could have been successful.

30.
Something which allows them to review what went wrong and avoid the same pitfalls if applying again.

31.
A national system, to avoid ambiguity, with supplementary information, if necessary for a specific faculty, e.g. of a technical nature.

32.
A fairly quick system, with clear reasons, particularly in the case of rejection, even if this were critical of the applicant.  Vague "large numbers of applicant" statements are not very useful.  They need to know why other applicants were chosen over them.

33.
More detail on UCAS as to why the student was unsuccessful.

34.
A system that applicants and advisors can see clearly and easily and one that won't take too long to read as I administer about 250 applicants each cycle.

35.
Especially in very competitive courses it would be extremely valuable to school staff to see detailed feedback from individual universities in a letter or email format.

36.
Care needs to be taken that any feedback system does not impose unreasonable demands upon HE staff, particularly in subject areas where demand for places is very high.  If the system is to be of real use, the support of the universities is essential.  Any meaningful feedback is bound to result in time and effort from university staff.  I think this issue needs very careful consideration indeed.

37.
This would need to be constructive to enable the applicant to move forward.  It would also need to be prompt and not late in the process.  Students should have to request feedback on the UCAS form to avoid institutions being overburdened.

38.
Prompt response stating clearly reasons for unsuccessful application.

39.
Comments that give specific reasons why they were unsuccessful relating to their qualifications and/or personal statement.

40.
A brief summary highlighting the weaknesses in the application (if any), but also mentioning any positive aspects.  Where an applicant is unsuccessful, due to number of applications to an institution, the selection criteria could be explained.

41.
A dual system as suggested above, with feedback being sent to schools simultaneously with the feedback to the student.

42.
It would be through APPLY on track and copied to school.

43.
Ideally, an option to email a university or college admissions tutor for feedback where an unsuccessful applicant has requested it.  If an applicant appears to have met the entry criteria and is still rejected it is particularly important that the reasons for rejection can be ascertained.

Q11.
In what way might this differ from an 'ideal' system of feedback to all applicants?
32 responses, as follows:

1.
Electronic replies via track or college would enable further contact with students using guidance to help pre-prepare for clearing......possibly reducing drop out rates.

2.
This would be best as a national set of comments.

3.
No need if they are successful.

4.
Successful applicants really don't need much feedback, as they are normally quite happy with receiving an offer and presumably they have met the entry profile.

5.
Concern that some feedback could lead to lawsuits.

6.
It will open in another window.

7.
Such a feedback would be so generic that it would lose its significance since it would have to be unspecific.  It would be a lot of extra work for all involved, a great expense with insignificant specific information to help the candidate and his parents or advisers to further support the applicant's future academic plans and decisions.

8.
More realistic.

9.
Not sure.

10.
Unsuccessful candidates are more in need of specific explanations & details for their rejection than those who are successful.  This would help them in future applications.

11.
It need not differ greatly.

12.
Successful students will be less worried about why they have been accepted and could have feedback in general terms.

13.
It is more important as applicants need much more support and advice about unsuccessful than successful applications.

14.
Please see comment to Q3.

15.
Candidates who are offered places are less interested in why they have been accepted - comment bank statements are probably sufficiently adequate to serve these applicants

16.
All applicants could receive more general comments.

17.
I don't think successful candidates need feedback, I would much rather see the energy and time go into the unsuccessful ones.

18.
If a candidate is successful and receives an offer they are happy in that knowledge- and in a way the offer is feedback.

19.
Successful applicants need feedback much less.

20.
I would think that applicants would want the above too.

21.
It does not.

22.
Those who are unsuccessful might require more clarification to ensure future success.

23.
This could be more general, including selection criteria for that particular year, numbers of applicants, grades etc.

24.
The unsuccessful candidate needs specific feedback where possible.

25.
An ideal system of detailed individual feedback wouldn't be manageable with the numbers involved.

26.
N/A.

27.
Is it really necessary for the majority of courses for successful applicants to receive feedback. Their success is surely sufficient.  In cases where there may be conditions it might be more appropriate.

28.
Successful candidates would be flattered to receive information, but it could be more general using prepared statements.

29.
It would highlight weaknesses to enable applicant reflection and inform any future applications (not necessarily to UCAS).

30.
I do not know why feedback would be necessary for applicants who are successful.

31.
I think it needs to be more detailed with supportive comments.

32.
Feedback is not important where an applicant has received an offer.  In this case, standard text from a bank of prepared statements is probably enough, if any is required at all.

Applicants
Q8.
In your opinion, what would make for an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to applicants with unsuccessful applications?
63 responses, as follows:

1.
Ideally if you are unsuccessful it would be nice to perhaps have an option on UCAS Track to request feedback or not, as sometimes people don't want feedback.  If you hit the yes button requesting feedback, then, I think, it should go to the department at the university for them to send a personal email with feedback and contact information for people who would like to ask questions or investigate this matter further.  Personally when I was unsuccessful I emailed the departments and got some feedback, but it did take a while so perhaps if there was some sort of system it would help future applicants know how to improve for next time.

2.
I think the University would send a more specific, detailed rejection of your application, explaining why you were unsuccessful, and what you could do to change that, if anything.  Also, comments from the person who would be teaching the course would be useful too.

3.
A detailed letter from the institution displaying where the applicant fell short of any desirable requirements for example.

4.
Applicants would receive specific comments on their interview technique, so as they could hopefully improve prior to their next interview, so as to help them get into the course that they want.

5.
If unsuccessful applicants were given reasons for not being accepted by the university/college upon request by the applicant if they wish for feedback.  This could be done through UCAS in the Track section, where a 'request' button could be added, so that if there is an unsuccessful application, the information could be requested via UCAS Track and the institution would instantly have the details for the individual and could give feedback.

6.
An ideal system of feedback would be that the candidate would know what they hadn't done well, so that they could improve on in the future.

7.
Receive a letter from the institution notifying the rejection and the reason for rejection, e.g. not meeting the entry requirements.  A brief note of rejection on UCAS Track.
8.
Give a letter home to the applicant with containing feedback.
9.
Direct contact for the University, clearly outlining the reasons for an unsuccessful application.  Therefore, it should be specific to the applicant, and not a general response.

10.
Ideally we should be able to receive feedback through various medias, e.g. to a mobile phone, through email, via UCAS Track.  This feedback should also be available before one would start the application process again for the following year, so that the application can be improved and altered accordingly.

11.
When an applicant is declined a letter/email detailing reasons why should be sent out to the applicant, thereby helping them to improve.

12.
Notification via UCAS Track.  Preferably supported by an email on how and where feedback is available.

13.
Sending them a letter detailing why they were unsuccessful with personal feedback.
14.
On UCAS Track, to be able to request information as to why the applicant has been unsuccessful.

15.
Feedback for unsuccessful applicants should be not be delayed.  Feedback should be delivered via text from UCAS or direct from the institution either to a mobile phone, which is easily accessible.

16.
Through Writing, via e-mail and give all the comments for unsuccessful applications.
17.
Email responses, also via your UCAS profile, to state whether or not in advance your application was successful or not so that the applicant can search other institutes.

18.
UCAS should give feedback on those applications that have been successful first before giving feedback on those applications that haven't.

19.
A letter from the institution detailing exactly why you were unsuccessful and areas of improvement.  An electronic copy of this letter should be made available online through UCAS Track system.

20.
A combination of text messages, and online help.  This system should be requested before the applicant applies for their course, so that help and advise can be available as soon as possible (as well as being able to request help after results have been published).
21.
I think that it would be good if you could have feedback through Track, but also a letter from the university/course, which you applied for, so that you would have a better understanding as to why you were not successful in your application.  This would mean that when re-applying the following year we would know exactly why we were turned down and be able to have a better chance this time round of being accepted.

22.
I would have liked to read about where I went wrong.  We get the online letter from you telling us to contact the institution for feedback.  There should be a click button to request this and it should be sent from the institution via UCAS in the same format.  I know lots of people that did not call for feedback.  I did and got "personal statement was weak", now that's not very good feedback, that's - can't be bothered with this one, fob her off.

23.
Feedback should come direct from the university where the applicant has applied.  It should be personally written to cover their strengths and weaknesses and why they have not been successful.

24.
They should be notified about this straight away in order to enable them to prepare for the future.  An ideal way of alerting them would be through e-mail as soon as the response is generated from the institute, but due to some applicants not having access to internet, the second best option would be a direct phone call to the applicant.  This way at least they are aware of what is going on and can quickly prepare for future plans for university.

25.
Feedback should be mandatory upon request, detailing why the applicant was unsuccessful in relation to the specific course.

26.
Applicants should get an email, notifying them of the reason why their application was unsuccessful.

27.
By phone call, text, and email to personal email address.
28.
To send feedback automatically, without a request being required.
29.
I think that all unsuccessful applicants should be notified as soon as possible.  Feedback should be given by the institution itself together with the faculty and also from the course applied for.  This would make it clear as to why the institute rejected the application and what the faculty is looking for in a applicant and also having feedback on the course makes it clear what the requirements of that particular course are and overall it is easier to understand why the applicant has been unsuccessful.

30.
Feedback through UCAS Track is perfect.

31.
On receiving that they have been unsuccessful, they should be given an option on whether they want feedback from the university as to why.  The university should then respond, both generally (grades too low, etc.) and specifically to the applicant (did not interview well, etc.).

32.
Special numbers given for a service where you can receive feedback on why your application was unsuccessful and advice on what your next step is.
33.
Receiving a letter from the university explaining their decision (which Bristol kindly did for me).

34.
Institutions to give a clear reason for unsuccessful applications, e.g. didn't meet the entry requirements, high volume of applications and limited places.

35.
To have an admissions member from the institute to personally explain, for example, that "this year it was very competitive and unfortunately you didn't quite meet the criteria."  Admissions should also encourage the applicant to come again the following year.
36.
The universities should contact the applicant in writing, or by phone displaying their reasoning for not accepting the applicant.

37.
When receiving the news of an unsuccessful application on track, the user should be able to click a link asking to receive a short paragraph of feedback on the institution's decision.  I personally feel that this option should only be available if an applicant has been unsuccessful following an interview.

38.
On UCAS you receive a decision letter, that tells you whether or not you have been successful in your application.  I think this would be the ideal place to provide feedback to unsuccessful applicants.

39.
I think you should be able to find this information out via UCAS Track, as well as an optional text service and by post.  This limits the chances of applicants not knowing of the status of their application.

40.
Where they have gone wrong and are unsuccessful according to their course, written by the university.

41.
When the university informs UCAS that the applicant was unsuccessful, the applicant's UCAS page is updated and the new information is added.  I think when you click on the unsuccessful word you should be directed to personal feedback as to why you were unsuccessful.  This may help with future applications, especially if you did poorly at an interview.

42.
When the university sends out rejection letters, for that to include a paragraph or so on why the application was unsuccessful.  This would then be very useful for further applications, whether for UCAS again, or for jobs later in life.

43.
For the university/college to explain why the application was unsuccessful.
44.
As soon as possible, by direct communication from the institution.

45.
An email, so that I can print it off and use it to make me better.
46.
A letter detailing exactly why you have been unsuccessful, information on how you could be successful next time and what you should do next.
47.
Students are notified by mail or mobile, thereafter feedback is displayed in a clear and easy format such as bullet points and short paragraphs relating to each issue.

48.
A letter from the higher education institution explaining why the applicant has been unsuccessful and an e-mail/letter from UCAS explaining other possible routes for the applicant, e.g. Extra, Clearing.
49.
Individual feedback from the institution.

50.
An ideal system would be where applicants find out exactly what it is that made their application unsuccessful, also with ways of improving their application if they were to apply again.

51.
On the list given on Track of the universities you have applied for and their decisions there would be a column of tick boxes where you could select which institutions you wanted feedback from.  Then when you had had a decision from all of your institutions you can press a button that lets UCAS know which institutions you want feedback from and they contact the institutions.  Feedback from institutions would then be included on a separate page on Track with an alert email to let you know when each feedback had arrived.  The feedback would have a set of general standardised responses and then space for the university to expand on the standardised response or enter other comments.
52.
Personal feedback from universities, why applicants get turned down.

53.
That they found out straight away if they hadn't been successful in application.
54.
A PERSONALISED message from the respective department, which is not a standardised message sent to everyone.

55.
They would receive the answer along with specific reasons for this specific to that person.
56.
A letter written to the applicant from the admission tutor for that course at the university.
57.
The good and bad points of their application sent to them in a letter and/or e-mail with or after their notification of the unsuccessful application.

58.
A simple e-mail after the decision outlining the applicant’s weaknesses in regards to successful applicants, e.g. GCSE grades, AS, predicted A, not well rounded.

59.
A system that gives feedback quickly and has a detailed breakdown of the points that were good and bad with the application, so that these can be changed for future applications.

60.
One that is easy to use and the feedback easy to understand.

61.
A letter or email explain precise details.

62.
A letter, either electronically via UCAS Track or in writing, sent to detail why an application was unsuccessful, and with further points in case of reapplying the year after.
63.
When an applicant is unsuccessful, it is possible to view a generated rejection letter (much like now) except reasons from the department in question are present to read.

9.
Should all applicants, whether successful or not, receive feedback?
9a.
In what way might this differ from a system of feedback just for unsuccessful applicants?

43 responses, as follows:

1.
Not really sure....

2.
Successful applicants should be able to find out why they were chosen over other candidates, what sets them apart, and also what they need to do next.

3.
Although many applicants would probably like this facility, and as beneficial as it may seem, it is not as important as that needed by unsuccessful applicants.  They may find out later what the good things were by approaching their admissions officer.  Keeping feedback for unsuccessful applicants ensures more time can actually be designated for going into detail.

4.
It could be informative on all the good points that made them be successful, this would boost the candidate’s confidence.

5.
Unsuccessful applicant will know what went wrong and the successful applicants will know what they did right.

6.
If successful, the University should propose possible initiatives/ societies and clubs for the applicant to consider.

7.
For successful candidates an automated response is sufficient, but the feedback for unsuccessful applicants should be personal so that they can reflect and learn how to improve their application.

8.
Would make unnecessary work for universities.

9.
Successful applicants don't really need personal feedback.
10.
Both successful and unsuccessful applicants should receive feedback, because it enables each to prepare or make alternative arrangements for their futures.

11.
Can help different individuals to improve the point at which they are weak, this can improve overall quality.
12.
It could help an applicant with their next institute.

13.
It would tell the applicant why they received acceptance from a university, such as a strong personal statement or they achieved the required grades

14.
It should be the same system that offers feedback to any applicants.

15.
It would differ in that everyone whether successful or not would know first hand their result.  If a candidate did not receive feedback they would think that they were not accepted/did get accepted if they were aware of the system, but would not receive any confirmation of this.

16.
If feedback is given when successful, we know what we did well, which can give you a boost of confidence and also allow you to help others by saying "hey I mentioned this and they liked that" and so on.  Pass on the knowledge if you like.

17.
If they are successful they should receive feedback on the basis of how they were successful and why the university has chosen them, as this enables applicants to receive a good idea about how well they have done.  If they are not successful then feedback would be very helpful to notify applicants on why they have not made it through to the university.

18.
It doesn't have to differ, it should just be honest and highlighting all the good and bad points about the application from which the candidate can draw on for future applications.
19.
I think feedback should also be given to successful applicants telling them why they have been successful and also outlining what is expected of them.

20.
Both successful and unsuccessful applicants should get feedback the same.

21.
A comparison between different universities and what they are looking for.

22.
Although I wouldn't say a lot.  If successful, the applicant is going to be pretty happy and know in themselves they did well.

23.
It would make the whole system a lot easier to understand and give all applicants knowledge of why or why not they were selected for a particular university.

24.
The feedback could put particular emphasis on elements of the application which ensured their placement.  I do not believe that feedback should be provided for successful applicants and should only be used sparingly for unsuccessful ones.  At my university, the admissions office as well as my particular department seemed to have enough trouble finding the time to sort through applications as it is, without the extra burden of having to provide feedback to the many applicants for the course.  I feel it would be inevitable that feedback would degenerate into a template and would, consequently, provide little value to either the institution or the applicant.

25.
I think only unsuccessful applicants should receive feedback because those who have been accepted have already done what they had to do to gain a place, whereas those who are unsuccessful may appreciate the feedback to reflect and see where they could improve.

26.
I don't think it should differ very much.  The same system should be used, but different responses are given depending on the success of the application.

27.
Highlighting what made this a successful application.

28.
Only if the successful applicants asked for it.  The feedback to successful applicants would not be as important and I'm not sure how man people would actually ask for it if they have been offered a place.  Also it will take up even for University/College time, which is not useful.

29.
So everyone knows what the college/university thinks.
30.
Don't know.

31.
Everyone can improve.
32.
Everyone needs feedback to highlight their strengths and weaknesses.  Perhaps those who have been successful should not receive as much feedback though.
33.
It will show the next steps to do, which would give students an easier path to completing their next steps to do further education.

34.
Feedback is very important for the applicant.  Positive feedback is just as important, and therefore successful students should get a letter of positive feedback.
35.
Successful applicants will know why they were successful and if they could improve and the conditions of their successful application.
36.
It would differ by telling the applicants reasons as to why they were successful, but I don't think that would be as important as informing those who were unsuccessful, as they may want to apply again.

37.
Same system as that for unsuccessful applicants.
38.
People can know what they are doing right as well as what they are doing wrong.
39.
So that even the successful applicants know what was good about their application - they can apply that knowledge to job applications (if relevant).
40.
Some people may not want to hear negative feedback.

41.
Successful applicants could be told their strength and weaknesses in terms of the application, which would allow them to work on their worse points.

42.
Will provide insight into reasoning for being given a place which may indicate whether a candidate feels it is definitely the most suitable place for them to accept as their offer.
43.
More detailed feedback is required for unsuccessful applicants, whereas the feedback for successful ones can be more general.

Appendix 2
Interview Results
EFIFA: telephone interview by Alan Paull with Kelly Villiers, Coventry University, 3 November 2008

Questions and answers are paraphrased from my notes taken during the meeting, so may not be purely verbatim.

AP: Are you familiar with the existing 2009 entry feedback system provided by UCAS?

KV: Yes, but waiting to find out technical details before implementing.  As I am a member of the Delivery Partnership, I knew this issue was coming up.

The Uni collects data on why applicants are unsuccessful.  This has been done for the last 5 years, but for 2 years now it has been recorded electronically, so becomes particularly useable.

We record the initial reason behind rejection at the time the selection decision is made.  An analysis of a large number of manual records meant that KV could identify 15-20 key reasons that were used as the basis for a drop-down list on the CARE Admissions system.  We then went out to faculties to get their reasons for rejection to enhance the list, for example NHS students might have more specialised reasons. This enabled us to increase the number of categories of reasons.  Now we would like to match this to what UCAS is doing.

AP: Do you feed back to all students? Or just those that request, or just unsuccessful applicants?

KV: We want to provide a basic level of feedback (a short reason for rejection) to all unsuccessful applicants.  We want to make them aware of this as soon as possible after the decision.   But just unsuccessful applicants, not successful ones; our offers are detailed and explanatory, so it shouldn’t be necessary; not against this, but much more useful to the unsuccessful.

We need to avoid being subjective!  It’s more difficult and time consuming to give detailed individual feedback, so we are more reluctant to do this and will only do so if asked.  Extra information includes interview and other selection notes, which are fully recorded except for NHS students (to do this in the future); all these notes are held electronically.  We look at the SPA best practice guidelines for these issues.

So there are two levels here; a basic level to cover all unsuccessful applicants, recorded at the time of the decision, and a more detailed level of individual feedback on request.  There is the question of who will give the detailed feedback (centre or faculty?) and also will it be of benefit?

AP:  [as per Q10 & 11] if there are standard responses, how should they be formulated; nationally, uni specific, mixture.

KV: Specific to the university, not national.  It was difficult to get agreement in the University let alone a national set.  Probably difficult even to get a Top Ten national set.  In our case the system would be (is) university wide, because we are centralised and would ensure it covers all faculties.

AP: % Entry Profiles

KV:  over 85% - actual figure to come by email.

AP: Do you agree that feedback should be provided against criteria in Entry Profiles?
KV: No. It doesn’t always work like that for recruiting courses like ours.  EPs will contain desirable characteristics, not essentials, so may be indicative.  Only for a very few courses would we give a hard and fast minimum, for example for paramedics you must have a driving licence.  So it’s not easy to say what is essential, probably difficult to link EPs to decisions in many cases.  This is mainly because Covn is a recruiting university.

AP: by what route should applicant feedback be provided?
KV:  Not via applicant portal (at least not yet; don’t have one).

Text message would be very negative (although offer by text would be positive).  Best to send data to UCAS and it could then go on Track.  This is only possible because Covn is centralised and fully electronic – this wouldn’t have been the answer 5 years or possibly 2 years ago.

AP: Would you welcome an option in Apply by which applicants could flag permission for feedback to be given to a school or college via a teacher’s version of Track, simultaneously with feedback to the applicant?

KV:  Just to applicant, not teacher.  The uni’s relationship in this instance is with the applicant.  We have separate arrangements (Phoenix) to link with schools and advisers, so they know how to contact us anyway.

AP: what are the key requirements of an 'ideal' system of feedback specific to unsuccessful applicants?  In what way might this differ from an 'ideal' system of feedback to all applicants?
KV: Electronic link to UCAS via Track for basic level of feedback to all unsuccessful applicants.  More detailed on request direct to the university.  For the University most cases are fairly clear cases in which the applicant doesn’t have the entry criteria, often because they’ve not put information on the form.

Better to be able to sign up courses on a programme by programme basis for automatic feedback.

Alan Paull /  EFIFA  /  3 November 2008
Appendix 3
Focus Group Results
EFIFA: discussion at Independent Schools and Colleges Service Advisory Group, 14 November 2008

Andrea and I had arranged to have a 30 minute session at the end of the SAG meeting.  The group consisted of half-a-dozen very experienced advisers from independent schools and colleges, as well as Andrea, Janet Pearce and myself.  Unfortunately the meeting had overrun somewhat, so we had a relatively short session.

The advisers’ survey had been circulated prior to the meeting and all participants had been encouraged to come primed for discussion.

Points included:

· They were not very interested in standardised feedback, but in feedback personalised to individual circumstances.  There was a strong sense that this type of feedback would be the most useful to the applicant, but also recognition that no system would give specific feedback to all.

· Preference for all applicants to receive feedback, not just unsuccessful ones.

· Feedback should relate to published criteria, including academic entry requirements.  This would be helpful, because then it might reinforce the advice given by schools, particularly in those cases when the applicant had not followed the school’s advice, for example applying to somewhere with no realistic chance of success.

· It would be very helpful to the school to know that feedback had been given, even if the details of the feedback were not known.  This would help them in their ongoing relationship with the pupil.

· Many of the advisers were unsympathetic to the notion that the feedback shouldn’t be shared with the school.  They were conscious that knowing the feedback would help them to advise the applicant further, especially in relation to interview techniques where interviews were a normal part of selection.

· They mentioned that universities often were not prepared to give feedback to schools, so any enhancement of their communication with HEIs would be useful.

· They stated that applicants may not realise the importance of individualised feedback, so could easily be content with standard, bland feedback.

· If the school received copies of the feedback, then at the very least they could use the cases for their own purposes, for future cohorts of pupils and for confirmation that their own advice was sound.

Members of the group were encouraged to publicise the survey to their own staff, and recommended that we use the ISCO to publicise the survey too.

We might be able to have a slot at their next meeting (probably in March) to show the demonstrator.

Alan Paull

19 November 2008

EFIFA: discussion at State Schools and Colleges Service Advisory Group, 18 March 2009

This is a note of the short session at the state school SAG held on 18 March 2009.  The audience (about 8 schools representatives) had been briefed on EFIFA at their previous meeting, and this was an opportunity to show them the demonstrator and get reactions and comments.  Note that the version of the demonstrator didn’t have the ‘student view’ section.  The audience also had the opportunity to fill in response forms (none received yet) and to take them away, have a look again later and send responses by email to Geoff.

There was a generally favourable reaction to the demonstrator.  They thought it was very easy to use – and therefore wanted HEIs to provide feedback properly!  They believed that it would be a very good method of giving feedback.

Specific comments were few: 

(1) Reasons for rejection should be recorded as a matter of routine, and good practice, when a decision is made, and therefore with an electronic system to support this, there should be no reason why blanket feedback for unsuccessful applicants couldn’t be given.

(2) Andrea noted that almost all feedback now is given when the decisions are made.  This type of system should support that approach.

(3) The ability for applicants to request feedback via Track was seen as important, and it might stimulate HEIs to put in place systems to satisfy the demand.

(4) The ability to give free text individualised feedback was seen as important.

Alan Paull

18 March 2009
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