UCAS response to Centre for Recording Achievement JISC study on good practice and technology-supported approaches to recruitment and admissions
UCAS welcomes the opportunity to respond to recommendations set out in the above report and considers the work to be complementary to our involvement in other related projects, such as the JISC Interoperability Project, the JISC-funded Applicant Feedback Study and the work of the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) programme, which are based at UCAS.
UCAS is at the forefront of developing electronic services to meet the needs of learners in the context of researching their higher education options and in making their application. In this respect, UCAS already operates highly sophisticated operation in the context of:

· Creative use of ICT

· Supporting widening participation and fair access – for example, through hosting the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) programme
· Addressing immediate and wider aspects of policy relating to higher education admissions
· Carrying out research into key policy areas, linked to curriculum and fair admissions. 

· Supporting all students in their applications, including those with disabilities.
We continue to support and encourage HEIs to provide detailed Entry Profiles and to expand on the information included within individual Entry Profiles such as the inclusion of financial information. We also continue to push for 100% receipt of applications electronically (currently 99.8% of all applications are made online).
UCAS broadly supports the concept of a central repository for data and can make a significant contribution to implementing the benefits provided by sharing applicant data across multiple systems. Discussions in this area have focused on the potential to work with the Student Loans Company (SLC) and local authorities.
Responses to specific recommendations for UCAS
1. With the permission of applicants, student data on UCAS Track should be made available in an aggregated form to schools. Schools could register for Track as they do for Apply.

There is already an additional UCAS service for schools called Applicant Progress Reports. Schools that subscribe to this service are able to monitor the progress of their applicants at various point of the application cycle and use this information to inform and advise their students.
UCAS plans to extend its web-based services for schools giving them access to their applicant information in real time. These plans are being developed with a view to implement this service in the 2008-entry cycle. UCAS is also opening up a dialogue with schools about other electronic services that could benefit advisers in this sector. 
For 2008-entry, a new feature of the application allows applicants to nominate individuals to have access to (but not to change) their account. This feature is designed for parents of gap-year students but could equally be used by staff in schools.

With these actions in hand, UCAS considers this recommendation to be met.
2. UCAS should consider a screening mechanism to alert applicants (and schools) to ‘illogical’ choices (eg choosing a CI offer which has a higher grade requirement than their CF offer).
Before implementing any mechanism to highlight so-called illogical choices, a deeper understanding of applicant behaviour is needed. There may be, for example, very good reasons why some applicants respond differently to their offers than others.
Equally, more information is needed about institutional behaviour where decisions can appear equally illogical.
The above recommendation assumes that the current business-rules will be applied after recommendations from the Delivery Partnership Steering Group have been implemented. Although the Group’s recommendations remain unconfirmed at this stage, it is highly likely that applicants will be able to make an aspirational choice alongside an insurance choice. This implies that ‘illogical’ choices should be encouraged.

UCAS believes that informed choices are best basis for success and is continually reviewing the ways in which information can be presented to applicants at the research stage before any choices are considered. Current proposals that are being considered as part of a wider three-year website strategy include:

· User registration to define requirements at an early stage and offer personalised content and presentation
· Tailored applications (eg personal statements) for individual courses rather than the current blanket application for all courses
· The ability to create community areas for applicants (to enable enhanced features such as ask an expert, chat with other applicants etc)

· Functionality to save searches and migrate saved search to Apply.

· Postcode and distance range parameter

· GIS mapping capability showing maps

· Search by full course title as well as key words – and free text search with Boolean operators

· Ability to widen and narrow searches according to different criteria (eg JACS codes or keywords)

· Search by predicted grades (both indicative and actual) and UCAS Tariff equivalents

· Year of entry selected in the search schema rather than two separate areas for different years of entry

· Level of study (eg foundation degree, undergraduate degree, postgraduate degree) selected in the search schema

· Point of entry (eg, October, January etc)

· Mode of attendance (eg part time, full time, modular, distance learning, work-based learning) selected in the search schema

· Link to admissions scheme (eg Normal, Extra, Clearing).

UCAS considers it essential that more research into the area of offer making by HEIs and replying to offers by applicants is conducted alongside recommendations from the Delivery Partnership Steering Group to provide a firm evidence base before any automated responses are built into the application system.
3. UCAS should consider making more institution-specific data freely available, for example the relationship between the stated entry requirements of an HEI and the actual offers made; those HEIs to which applications from a specific school or college are most successful; and which HEIs are most popular with applicants from a specific school or college.
Working on behalf of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), UCAS is about to launch a new website called www.unistats.com. This site replaces and significantly enhances the former Teaching Quality Information (TQI) site hosted by HERO. When launched, the new site will include detailed information about the range of actual grades (UCAS Tariff points) that are achieved by accepted applicants at the point of entry on a course-by-course basis. This information will be syndicated to other website including the Course Search facility on the UCAS website (www.ucas.com).

At the same time, the Policy Unit at UCAS is undertaking work to analyse the relationships between stated entry requirements and offers made and looking at the equity of offers made between vocational and A-level applicants.

UCAS would require that more work be undertaken to ascertain the reasons for publishing data on HEI ‘popularity’ for particular schools and colleges as well as the success rate. We would need to be confident that this type of information did not persuade applicants from particular schools to limit or restrict their choices. Any introduced bias could encourage an applicant to apply to an institution which may not be the ‘right’ institution for them.

Equally, as UCAS is a membership organisation comprising UK universities and colleges, it is not always possible to release institutional data freely as this could conflict with their individual marketing intelligence and plans.

With part of this recommendation already met and the other conflicting with complexities in marketing, recruitment, equality and transparency, UCAS considers this action to be met. 

4. UCAS should consider sponsoring a survey of ‘selecting’ courses (i.e. those with high levels of applicants per place) to find ways of using technology to reduce tutor workload while maintaining equity in the admissions process.

The issue of tutor (and professional admissions staff) workload has been addressed by the Government’s consultation Improving the HE Application Process. When asked, institutions preferred to reduced the number of application from six to five with a further reduction to four choices being a possibility for the future (already only four choices are available to applicants wishing to study medicine).

UCAS has also undertaken work as a result of the Schwartz Review, to look at supporting HEI’s in their provision of feedback to applicants via an electronic format.  UCAS would be keen to consider ways in which it could support HEI’s in ‘filtering’ out high levels of applicants but would need to be confident that this was done transparently and was fair and equitable. It is suggested that SPA be involved in further work in this area.
Higher education admissions is not a mechanistic process: indeed, the human element in considering applications is a necessary and beneficial part of the system that consider prospective students in a holistic manner.
UCAS aims to support the judgement of professional admissions staff and, working with SPA, will encourage enhanced professionalism is the area of university and college admissions.

