
 

 

GuildHE response to UCAS Admissions Process Review consultation 
 

 

PREAMBLE 
GuildHE is one of the two formal representative bodies for higher education, with 34 members around the 

UK, across a diverse spectrum including specialist vocational institutions, university colleges, new 

universities and Further Education Colleges. Our members include public, as well as private for profit and 

not for profit institutions.  Our members recruit students using different practices, and their perspectives 

on the present consultation are bound to differ slightly from each other.  This response reflects the 

balance of views and a broad consensus achieved on UCAS’s proposals.  

 

UCAS will need to consider the full range of admissions needs as part of this consultation.  The HE 

provider sector is extremely diverse and this is reflected in the range of methods used to assess 

applicants.  Consultation responses from specialist institutions will make the case for the needs of 

particular subjects of study or institution type, but these courses can also be taught in more generalist 

institutions.  Vocational courses present a distinctive challenge.  The needs of demand-side stakeholders 

are also important – as we move towards a student-centred HE system, the views of schools, colleges 

and awarding bodies will reflect other important aspects of diversity.   

 

The UCAS system has effectively supported the UK Higher Education (HE) sector for many years and is 

highly regarded around the world.  

 

Despite these qualities, we recognise that the current system can appear complex and arcane for some 

applicants, that good information, advice and guidance is not readily accessible to all applicants in equal 

measure, that the current process contains inefficiencies, and that the current model creates uncertainty 

for students and institutions (the latter of which are often constrained by strict externally-imposed controls 

of new entrant numbers). We recognise that the proposals in this consultation are driven by the above 

factors and a number of other aspects of the present system:  

 

 The existence of poorly predicted grades.  

 Complexity, confusion and uncertainty around the application and decision-making procedure – 

driven either by the process itself or by poor information.   

 An underlying ambition to improve clarity and fairness for applicants, and to remove these 

uncertainties.  

 Uninformed use of the Insurance choice.  

 The chaotic nature of Clearing – confusing and disconcerting to applicants; unpredictable and 

difficult to manage for institutions.  

 That while early applications may be appropriate to some, other applicants apply too early and 

the present system encourages this.  

 

We are sensitive to these issues and agree that aspects of the current system could be improved or 

replaced with better processes to deliver net benefits and greater fairness.  However, the proposals in the 

consultation do not always deliver a net benefit, and often just shift unfairness from one group to another, 

or serve to disadvantage particular types of course or institution.  This throws up new problems in the 

place of old ones.   

 

The main lines of our response can be broadly summarised as follows:   

 



 

 

 We do not think the current system is broken or entirely without merit.  Institutions operate fair 

processes on the whole, supported by guidance from the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions 

group (SPA) and UCAS; specific entry criteria ensure best-fit between applicants and individual 

courses, and a large number of courses evaluate applicants’ suitability for study using holistic 

methods which look beyond qualifications and predicted grades.  The sector has worked on 

implementing the recommendations of the Delivery Partnership and the use of contextual data.  And 

the UCAS system upholds institutional autonomy over admissions decisions.   

 

 UCAS has made its proposals against a backdrop of major upheaval and financial and regulatory 

uncertainty for the HE sector in all four UK territories.  These changes affect institutions, but they also 

have a direct and significant impact on students and applicants to HE – not only through the new fees 

and graduate repayment system but also through putting students at the heart of the HE system.  The 

pre-HE sector is undergoing similar changes which have a direct impact on the resources it will be 

able to bring to bear on the solutions proposed in the consultation.  

 

 GuildHE supports the principle of increasing certainty and reducing complexity for applicants, 

particularly where this encourages fair access to HE.  We also support process improvements to help 

admitting institutions including in the management of student numbers. We recognise that the 

consultation proposals attempt to achieve these goals. 

 

 Any changes to the UCAS system should be at least access-neutral, and should support applicants to 

HE from all routes, including mature students, part-timers and those on access courses.  The UCAS 

system should not be less supportive of applicants whose aspiration for HE is last-minute.  GuildHE 

members remain committed to equal consideration for applicants. 

 

 We are broadly comfortable with the improvements proposed for introduction in 2014.  We have 

provided suggestions in the main body of our response.  

 

 However, we feel that the changes proposed for introduction in 2016, including the move to post-

results applications, need more work if they are to support the principles underlying the consultation.  

 

 There are particular problems for those institutions that select students by audition, performance, 

portfolio or interview.  Assessment of applicants by means other than exam results, predicted grades 

or UCAS forms is widespread, and is a well-tested and valid way of ensuring the best fit between 

applicants and courses.  Many GuildHE institutions use audition, portfolio or interview, but these 

methods are also widely employed across the rest of the sector.  Some institutions use these 

methods for all of their courses – we note particularly specialist providers in the Art, Design, 

Performing Arts or Land-Based sectors.  GuildHE members cannot, and should not be asked to, sign 

up to a reformed admissions model unless processes and a revised timeframe are introduced which 

allow institutions that admit on the basis of interview, portfolio or audition to assess their applicants in 

an appropriate way, within a manageable timeframe.  

 

 Too much emphasis is placed on traditional qualifications and exam results.  The majority of GuildHE 

institutions do not recruit using the methods the consultation imagines – and this is also true of many 

other institutions across the rest of the sector.  Overall the proposals severely misunderstand that 

interview, portfolio or audition are at least as important, and frequently more important, than 

qualifications in determining whether an applicant is suitable for a course.  Applicants to courses 



 

 

using these methods of assessment will not benefit from increased certainty under the proposals, as 

they will not yet know the outcome of their interview, audition or portfolio assessment.  

 

 It is hard to see how the proposals for 2016 would be any less complex than the existing system from 

the applicant perspective, since a large number of dates and several application periods are still 

emphasised.  

 

 The proposals for 2016 would require a huge amount of culture change over a small and already 

challenging period of time – from admitting institutions, schools and college advisers, and applicants 

in terms of behaviour.  We are not persuaded that the impact of the proposals makes this change 

worthwhile, or indeed that it is possible to bring about within the timetable without serious risk of 

failures in information, advice and guidance.   

 

 Given the high level of uncertainty for the foreseeable future – about funding, demand, number 

controls and vulnerabilities – it would be imprudent to make decisions about the long term.  Rather 

than committing now to decisions about the future beyond 2014, we propose that UCAS move to 

introduce the 2014 changes, and to review how things look after 2014 once these changes and the 

wider HE reforms have had taken effect,. An assessment of the impact the 2014 reforms have 

introduced for applicants, advisers and institutions, would pave the way for further improvements.  We 

do not reject outright the need to make post-results application easier, since some of the 2014 

proposals are designed to do so.  But our suggestion acknowledges that the present is highly 

uncertain and that it is unwise to commit to a programme of long-term change as proposed.  More 

thought needs to be given to the challenges of culture change.  UCAS could look closely at this 

through the changes introduced in 2014.  

 

 Some specific amendments to the 2014 proposals would further support a move towards a fairer 

system – firstly, removing the stigma around Clearing, secondly increasing clarity and certainty for 

applicants.  To remove the stigma around Clearing and later re-applying after rejection, we propose 

that UCAS should not focus on application 'periods' (mainstream/Clearing, Apply1/Apply2/Apply3), 

but concentrate on presenting a single seamless application window from the applicant perspective 

and managing individual applicants’ expectations by better information on decision-dates.  

 

 To increase certainty and clarity for applicants, we propose creating a ‘gathered field’ around the 

point in the cycle when applicants start to receive decisions, instead of holding back all students’ 

applications from institutions until a specified common date (which is what the consultation proposes).  

By creating a gathered field of decisions, many applicants would still apply without results, but this 

system would make validation and processing more manageable and, crucially, allow institutions to 

consider applications within a manageable timescale while still increasing certainty and being fairer 

for these applicants. It would not give any students an unfair advantage, and needs to be 

accompanied by other measures to raise aspiration among those least likely to apply to HE – through 

better centralised information, advice and guidance. Such a system is particularly important for 

institutions that need time for interview/portfolio/audition. It would also free up resource for more 

applications later in the cycle by resolving some decisions earlier. 

 

 We believe it is feasible to look at implementing the above suggestions in 2014, and that they would 

improve the changes UCAS has proposed for that date. 

 



 

 

The key point is that the UCAS service must be able to flexibly accommodate all types of course, 

institution and student.  This will be difficult without a mixed model, and we believe the proposal for 2016 

is too ‘one-size-fits-all’ to support the diversity of the sector.  We also have concerns about the quality of 

decision-making under the new system, and whether the proposals would be fairer to all applicants.  

There needs to be more than one option for institutions, with an emphasis at the UCAS end on ensuring 

applicants receive the right advice and guidance for them.  From the applicant perspective, the process 

should appear seamless and should encourage them to apply and provide them with information on key 

dates, not discourage them with over-emphasis on application windows.  

 

There is a need for continuous improvement of the admissions process, and reviewing the system at 

regular intervals supports such improvement.  

 

Finally, we have appreciated the openness with which UCAS engaged with GuildHE members and the 

GuildHE Admissions Network in the run-up to the consultation, and the willingness to continue with 

dialogue beyond the consultation.  GuildHE’s institutions have discussed the Admissions Process Review 

and consultation proposals on a number of occasions and admissions staff and planners have considered 

how course innovation would be possible under such a system.  

 

We remain committed to constructive dialogue with UCAS around the admissions process, and are keen 

to remain active participants in identifying and improving aspects of that process.  

 



 

 

 

Application post-results: proposed system 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

 (APR Consultation ref 23.6.1) 
A system of application post-results would deliver a fairer admissions process because the applicant 
would submit actual results and the reliance on predicted grades would be removed 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
While it is true that many more students would not depend on predicted 
grades, some types of students will be less well-served by the proposed 
system.  (These are outlined below in ref 23.6.8.) 
 
This statement assumes – incorrectly – that admission to higher education 
(HE) is heavily or even wholly based on qualifications.  Many courses use a 
wider range of assessment methods to build up a holistic picture of 
applicants over a longer timescale.  These methods can be employed across 
the entirety of an institution. Holistic assessment is academically valid and 
consistent with fair access.  
 
Admission by interview, portfolio or audition is not practical within the 
proposed timescale:   
 

 Applicants to courses using these methods of assessment would 
suffer from drastically reduced preparation time and a compressed 
(and probably expensive) period of interview/audition/portfolio 
activity.   

 They will not benefit from increased certainty under the proposals 
(despite knowing their grades) as they will not yet know the 
outcome of their interview, audition or portfolio assessment. 

 There is a very real and severe risk that institutions would not be 
able to assess such candidates adequately in the suggested 
timeframe. 

 We are not convinced that all schools and colleges could provide 
the required (or the same) level of support at this point in the year 
to help applicants prepare for interview/audition/portfolio.  

 
The proposal encourages institutions to increase their focus on grades, 
where currently holistic assessment over a longer timescale presides.  We 
do not think this is academically appropriate – some courses/ institutions 
consider grades to be an unreliable indicator of potential and the fact that 
the proposed system is built around results makes it more difficult to assess 
applicants on the basis of their broader potential to succeed.  
 
Changes which would prompt rushed or mechanical decision-making must 



 

 

be avoided. There is a risk that more, rather than less, of the application 
period could start to resemble the current Clearing system. 
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.2) 
Applying post-results will not necessarily have positive impacts on equality and diversity. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
1 
A number of groups would be less well-served by the proposed system (see 
our response to ref 23.6.8 below). 
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.3) 
Two choices is an adequate number for Apply 2, allowing applicants both an aspirational and a more 
realistic application. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
3 
Fewer choices will mean more unplaced applicants at a later point in the 
cycle and reduce the likelihood of further applications from able students 
who already lack confidence in their capacity to apply successfully to HE.   
 
There is a real risk that advice and guidance to students at Apply 2 stage will 
prompt them to be conservative in their choices.  
 
Any decision on the number of choices available needs to carefully consider 
how to secure the participation of those able students who have less 
confidence in their ability to succeed – or who receive less advice on how to 
apply.  As a first step we strongly support the capacity to make multiple 
personal statements through UCAS.   
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.4) 
A system of application post-results may encourage a mechanistic approach to admissions with 
contextual and other data used less effectively. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
1 
We refer back to our response to ref 23.6.1 above.  The very compressed 
timescales make it difficult to carry out a thorough assessment of all eligible 
applicants.  For courses using interviews, portfolios or auditions it would be 
even more difficult to do so.  Admissions staff would be tempted to fall back 
on mechanistic techniques and filters, even where currently institutions 
choose a more holistic approach.  
  
The proposals do not encourage the use of contextual data.  We think it 
would be helpful to deliver contextual data in an improved way to 
institutions, but we note that there would be less time to use it.  This is a 



 

 

general issue but could be a particular problem for oversubscribed courses 
or institutions, and in connection with OFFA Access Agreement targets.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.5) 
The lack of flexibility in the proposed post-results system may mean that HEIs are forced to reject 
candidates they might have accepted in the current system. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
1 
The inability to assess applicants through earlier interview, portfolio or 
audition makes this a serious risk for courses which employ these methods.  
 
More generally, the concerns raised above about use of contextual data also 
apply here (see ref 23.6.4).  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.6) 
Giving young applicants more time to make application decisions recognises how much they mature 
over the final year at school or college. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2/3 
This statement may be true in general, but we believe this maturation 
would be less likely to happen in the proposed system than it does in the 
current one.  The system condenses the learning period in school.  We are 
unconvinced that students would interact as deeply with higher education 
during the proposed Research Phase as they currently do in the same time-
period.  This would effectively lower aspiration and threaten participation 
rates.   
 
We are particularly concerned that there would be less impetus given to 
disadvantaged school/college students than to those in other groups. 
 
If decision-making by admitting institutions became more rushed or 
mechanistic, this would negate the positive gains from more mature 
applications.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.7) 
A post-results system will not be agile enough to provide a better experience for all groups of 
students;  those with A levels, those with Scottish Highers and those with other academic or 
vocational qualifications. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
1 
Students on foundation courses and other preparatory or bridging courses 
also need more thought than the proposals have given them.  The same is 



 

 

4- strongly disagree true of applicants with qualifications awarded outside the UK (and possibly 
later in the cycle), as they would not be operating on the same timeline as 
that proposed for conventional A-level applicants etc.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 23.6.8) Please specify any particular group of students whose needs would be 
less well met in a post-results system 

 
A number of groups will be less well-served by the system that has been proposed:  
 

 Students applying to courses where admission is considered on the basis of portfolio, audition, or 
interview.  See our response to ref 23.6.1 above.  This would include Art, Design and Performing Arts 
subjects.  It would also include many other courses that use interviews as part of a more holistic 
admissions process.  Many GuildHE institutions use these methods, but they are also widely 
employed across the rest of the sector.  A large number of students apply only to such courses and 
the proposed system would not at all be fairer to those applicants than the current one.   

 

 Students who choose to apply to specialist institutions or other institutions that use non-grades-
based admissions methods for all of their courses – we note particularly specialist providers in the 
Art, Design, Performing Arts or Land-Based fields, but holistic assessment may also be used by more 
generalist institutions concerned with ensuring ‘best fit’ between applicant and institution rather 
than making a judgment solely on traditional academic criteria.  This point overlaps with the above 
but is about choice of institution rather than choice of subject (both are key variables for students).  

 

 Students from backgrounds that are currently less likely to apply to HE may benefit from clarity 
around grade requirements, but they may not benefit from having less time and guidance to apply if 
applications take place outside the school year.  It will be more difficult to raise aspiration and their 
preparation needs could end up being less well met than at present.  Reducing the number of 
choices to two may deter rather than focus applicants.   

 

 Currently many students who are less likely to participate are more likely to lack access to good 
quality information, advice and guidance (IAG) to support their choices and applications.  We 
recognise that the uneven availability and quality of IAG is a problem the consultation itself has 
identified.  However, since the emphasis on applications is restricted to a smaller period of the cycle, 
the system may give more advantages to applicants from independent schools where there is 
evidence that the quality and resourcing of advice and guidance is frequently better.  

 

 International applicants.  Given the tighter visa controls it is unclear how all Confirmations of 
Acceptance to Study (CASs) could be issued in the much shorter window between the offer and 
term-start. 

 

 Disabled applicants.  There are real concerns as to whether the shorter window between the offer 
and term-start is sufficient to make adequate preparations for these students.  

 

 Care leavers.  The transition period for these students would be reduced.  
 



 

 

 Applicants with children or dependants.  These would find it more difficult to fit all activity into the 
shorter summer period, especially with interviews/auditions/portfolios.  

 

 Initial Teacher Training applicants could find it difficult to participate in an application process taking 
place at the end of the school summer term.  Initial Teacher Training offers would need to be 
integrated into any new model carefully, so as to allow unsuccessful applicants to seek out and be 
offered new courses.  

 

 Applicants still awaiting results after A-levels.  This may apply to some vocational qualifications and 
foundation and bridging courses, which will not necessarily be able to operate on the timetable 
proposed.  There will also be little UCAS can do to influence the timing of many qualifications taken 
overseas.  There will be a further issue if the proposed system proves unable to secure results for all 
qualifications on the timetable envisaged.  We note that a number of examinations systems would 
have to be brought into line for the proposals to work during a period when resource for change is 
limited or shrinking.  

 

 Applicants without formal qualifications.  Conventional qualifications are not always relevant entry 
criteria and those without formal qualifications would be discouraged by a system that focuses on 
the possession of results rather than encouraging aspiration.   

 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
The proposals for 2016 fail to adequately recognise that a fair admissions system that improves the 
applicant experience will not be achieved simply by focusing on applications with results.  We have 
identified the consultation’s over-emphasis on traditional qualifications and exam results in a number of 
places, as outlined above.  This does not encourage a sector of diverse students and institutions and 
UCAS needs to give more thought to diversity.  We look forward to discussing qualifications as part of 
the forthcoming Qualifications Information Review consultation.  
 
Overall, we feel the proposed model is too favourable to those who already have their results.  While 
the intention is to encourage better decision-making after results are received, the opportunity to 
encourage applications and aspiration from the most vulnerable applicant groups may be lost before 
they reach this stage.  
 
From the institutional perspective, it is vital that the system supports institutions to make appropriate 
decisions about applicants’ potential to succeed on a given course.  We have raised severe doubts about 
the possibility of making appropriate decisions within the proposed structure, particularly for 
institutions using non-grades-based assessment methods.  
 
Even for courses where decisions are legitimately based mainly on grades, GuildHE has heard real 
concerns that the volume of applications could not be given adequate consideration in the timescale 
provided by Apply 2 and 3.  Rushed or mechanical decision-making must be avoided.  
 
Some feedback suggests the current system works well for the majority of students.  
 

 



 

 

 

Application post-results: widening participation 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 24.8.1) 
A wider group of applicants would be encouraged to make more aspirational applications with the 
confidence of knowing they have achieved appropriate qualification results. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
Applicants to courses which admit using more holistic assessment methods 
(e.g. audition, portfolio or interview) would not be able to depend on 
known results, regardless of when they apply.  The system must also 
encourage aspiration in these applicants and not provide misleading 
expectations around qualification results.  
 
Applicants required to take foundation courses or other bridging courses 
would not benefit from the same certainty as others.  This is very important 
across a wide breadth of courses in some subject areas e.g. in Art, Design, 
Music, Performing Arts.  
 
It is worth considering how conditional offers act as a motivation to reach a 
target.  This supports aspiration in those applicants where contextual 
considerations are part of the offer made.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 24.8.2) 
Applicants would be deterred from making aspirational applications by having to make decisions 
quickly and being restricted to two choices.  
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
This depends considerably on the information, advice and guidance a 
student receives.  The consultation has identified existing inequalities in IAG 
which have widening participation dimensions.   
 
To support applicant decision-making, UCAS and the HE and schools/college 
sectors should focus on continuous improvement in IAG for all student 
groups.  As we have argued in earlier responses, there is a real risk that the 
advice and guidance given (or unavailable) to some students would prompt 
them to be conservative in their choices, or worse still discourage able 
candidates from applying. 
 

 



 

 

(APR Consultation ref 24.8.3) 
Applicants may not understand the importance of contextual data and would be deterred from 
applying for some courses if they have not achieved the grades. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
1 
This is another area where enhancements to IAG may help.  However, the 
compressed time-frame for Apply 2, does not encourage the use of 
contextual data by institutions.   
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 24.8.4) 
Widening participation would be supported by more constructive and focussed advice and guidance. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2/3 
We do not think it is easy to answer this question with reference to the 
proposals for 2016.  The statement may be true in itself, but we think the 
current admissions model gives students more formalised and sustained 
encouragement to apply to HE – and to remain in contact with their 
preferred institutions – by taking place during the school/college year.  We 
are not convinced the proposed ‘Research Phase’ would replace this and 
opportunities for widening participation may be lost if the moment for 
raising aspiration is delayed until after results.  
  

 

(APR Consultation ref 24.8.5) How do you think a system of application post results could be managed 
to enable it to promote widening participation? 

 
We have already referred to a large number of groups who will benefit less from the proposed system in 
an earlier response (see ref 23.6.8). These groups need consideration here.  
 
Many institutions already have proven and successful methods for promoting widening participation 
and access.  Their achievements could be maintained and enhanced if UCAS considered how their 
service can support, or at least be compatible with, these institutional strategies.  Radically redesigning 
the process around which institutional widening participation work is conducted, at a time of increasing 
funding constraints in both HE and pre-HE sectors, may not be the most helpful way of supporting 
institutions’ WP and access work.  
 
Much outreach and summer school activity takes place over the summer and this must be factored into 
decisions about the admissions timetable.  
 
Any changes must have a significant focus on enhancing the quality, accessibility and targeting of 
information, advice and guidance (IAG) to support students’ choices and applications.  This applies to 
IAG delivered by UCAS, admitting institutions, and schools and colleges.  From the student’s perspective, 
clear advice must be dispensed at recognised points in the system, from UCAS and from HEIs.  School 
and college advisers must be clearly signposted to this advice.  The consultation concentrates on the 
timetable for delivering this IAG – this is an important part of widening participation, but is not the 



 

 

whole picture. 
 
GuildHE would welcome more support for non-school-based applicants.  
 
UCAS must ensure that diverse routes into HE are supported and encouraged – including for applicants 
whose aspiration for HE is last-minute.  
 
‘Expressions of interest’ and the ‘Research Phase’ may allow widening participation activity to be carried 
out, but on balance we are not convinced this would be as valuable as the strong direct connection 
forged between institution and applicant in the current offer-making process (which takes place earlier 
than in the 2016 proposal).  Raising aspiration and encouraging those with potential to succeed at HE 
level is easier if potential students develop a substantive link to institutions during the early part of the 
cycle.  The current system of applications, offers, interviews etc. can encourage this.  
 
The UCAS service must encourage, rather than restrict opportunities for institutions to engage with 
students in the transition to HE and to prepare them for the HE experience.  This is an essential 
condition of supporting widening participation, access and retention.   
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
Under the proposed system for 2016, applicants’ choices mainly occur – and the application process 
wholly occurs – after the end of the school year.  The risk of losing potential applicants from WP 
backgrounds to other post-school options would increase significantly.  As an admissions service, UCAS 
should not actively seek to promote higher education over other post-school options, but it is crucial 
that the system UCAS operates makes it easier (or at least not more difficult) for potential students to 
consider HE as an option throughout the period in which they make choices about their future.   
 
If admissions decisions become more mechanistic as a result of any changes, this will filter out more WP 
students with the ability to succeed at HE level.  The chances of these students’ potential being 
identified would increase with effective use of contextual data and a longer time-frame for considering 
applications.   
 

 

 

Application post-results: Efficiency improvements 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 25.18.1) 
A post-results system is an efficient system as fewer applications require processing by HEIs. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
3 
The efficiency of the system is determined not only by the number of 
transactions but by the effectiveness with which the system ensures that 



 

 

places are given to suitable applicants.  We are worried about whether this 
could be achieved effectively in the proposed system, given the concerns 
about the compressed and mechanistic decision-making period and 
difficulties for holistic assessment methods which we have outlined earlier.  
The admissions process must not increase the risk of applicants entering the 
wrong institutions or have a negative impact on retention.  
 
Processing efficiencies would be welcome but it would not be acceptable to 
achieve these at the expense of student participation and widening access.  
 
Any transactional efficiencies may also be offset by the reduced time-frame 
for carrying out admissions activity.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 25.18.2) 
A more efficient streamlined process would enable HEIs to make financial savings. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2/3 
Enrolment and induction activity would become more difficult for 
admissions staff.  Temporary staff may have to be employed, at additional 
cost for the institution and perhaps with more difficulty due to summer 
vacations.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 25.18.3) 
A more streamlined process would make the process easier for applicants to navigate. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
It is difficult to disagree with this statement as phrased, but streamlining 
should not be given undue weight against other considerations to be made 
around supporting applicants.  
 

 

(APR Reference 25.18.4) What disadvantages in terms of process efficiency, if any, could be 
experienced by HEIs, applicants or advisers as a result of a post-results system? 

 
UCAS should give further consideration to how the proposed admissions timetable would interact with 
other processes within institutions, and recognise that changes may have a knock-on impact on other 
core business.  We note the following points: 
 

 Summer is a period in which much other core institutional activity is carried out, outside of teaching 
time.  Critical research outputs, summer shows for art and design, and academic staff recruitment 
and outreach activities such as summer schools, would all take place at the same time as a much-
compressed admissions round.  These activities would be more difficult if the proposals for 2016 
were implemented as outlined.  Unlike admissions, these activities must take place during the 



 

 

summer due to teaching and examining commitments during the rest of the year.   
 

 We are therefore not convinced the timetable proposed for 2016 is in the interest of UK HE’s 
broader strengths, reputation and attractiveness to potential applicants, or that it will assist other 
widening participation activities.  

 

 Other non-UCAS processing requirements already take place during the period of heaviest activity 
under the proposed system (e.g. HESA statutory returns).  

 

 International applicants require visas and CASs to enter the UK. This is an issue that affects the UK 
Border Agency as well as the sector, and it is unclear that this could be managed in the much shorter 
window between the offer and term-start. 

 CRB checks need to be carried out for many courses.  More thought is needed on how these would 
be managed.  

 
There are also planning implications:  
 

 Much more consideration needs to be given to how institutions would manage student numbers 
under the proposed timetable.  There are currently strict entrant controls and fines for over-
recruitment.  

 

 With shorter lead-in times between receiving applications and the start of term, the proposed 
model will make it more difficult to confirm the viability of new courses and we expect this will stifle 
or reduce innovation in course delivery.  In its wider reforms to HE, the Government is encouraging 
more innovation in delivery.  GuildHE supports this where it meets the needs of students.  It is 
critical that the admissions model does not encourage stasis in course design. 

 

 A key question for institutions is how to convert ‘Expressions of Interest’ into applicants.  
Expressions of interest of may have a use in planning, and perhaps they may be useful in targeting 
applicants.  However, we are not convinced they would add value in terms of conversion.  Since 
their volume will be very high, we are not sure they could be managed in a way that would help 
applicants make choices.  

 
There may also be particular difficulties for applicants with dependants to apply in a compressed 
window – this will be even more difficult if the course has an interview or audition component which the 
applicant has to attend in person.  
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
Any improvements to the technology platform to achieve efficiencies would be welcome. 
 
UCAS should apply the principle of ‘collect once, use many times’ in its data-collection methods to 
ensure the burden of data collection and reporting is kept to a minimum.  This would be consistent with 
policy set out in the Government’s HE White Paper.  
 



 

 

 

 

Application post-results: International and part-time students 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 26.5.1) 
It is desirable for international applicants to apply through a centralised system and not direct to HEIs. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
We note that this would prevent international applicants from holding 
multiple offers, which currently provides advantage over those in UCAS.  
 
However, with reference to the actual proposals for 2016, we note two 
potential disadvantages that may be felt by international students 
themselves (we have already mentioned these in earlier responses):  
 

 There will be little UCAS can do to influence the timing of many 
qualifications taken overseas.  Therefore some international applicants 
may not have the same opportunities as other applicants in ‘Apply 2’.  

 

 Given the tighter visa controls it is unclear how all Confirmations of 
Acceptance to Study (CASs) could be issued in the much shorter window 
between the offer and term-start.  

 

 

(APR Consultation ref 26.5.2) 
It is desirable for part-time applicants to apply through a centralised system and not direct to HEIs. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2/3 
Whether or not this is desirable, it is difficult to see the advantages for part-
time applicants themselves.  Part-timers are usually very limited in their 
choices and apply to a specific institution.  Therefore although institutions 
(and UCAS) may gain from having them in a centralised system, the students 
themselves would not be encouraged by the proposed process.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 26.5.3) 
Access to improved data about international and part-time applications will be a benefit of being part 
of a central admissions service. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
It is hard to disagree that improved data about these applicant groups 
would be beneficial.  



 

 

 

(APR Consultation ref 26.5.4) 
The proposed new process has the capacity to offer greater flexibilities which will support 
international and part-time admissions. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
3 
We are not convinced that the post-results system proposed for 2016 would 
be attractive or flexible enough to international or part-time applicants 
themselves.  Both groups are more likely than other students to be making 
fewer choices, and more specific ones.  We expect they would be better 
served by applying directly to institutions in their own time, rather than 
restricting themselves to the proposed new UCAS timetable.  
 
To maximise the chances of recruiting both these groups of students it is 
critical to establish strong connections between them and institutions at an 
early point in the cycle.  We think the 2016 proposal does not support this 
as well as the current system.  
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
We refer to our comments under each of the four questions above.  
 
The net benefit for locally-focussed HE providers with large concentrations of part-time students would 
be small, with most of the benefits being delivered by the process improvements proposed for 2014.  
 
Part-time students often apply to more vocationally-oriented courses.  As we have already noted (see 
ref 23.6.8) vocational qualifications are not well-served by the proposed system, so many part-time 
students may not enjoy the benefits of a post-results system oriented around traditional qualifications.  
 

 

 

Application post-results: Examination, results and applications timetable 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 28.7.1) 
The changes to the examination timetable should not have a major impact on the accuracy of 
assessment; with appropriate changes to their systems, awarding bodies should be able to maintain 
accuracy and rigour in a shorter marking period. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
 
We feel this question would be more appropriately answered by those 
involved in the assessment.  However we note the following considerations:  



 

 

4- strongly disagree  

 Successful and accurate turnaround by the Examination Boards will be a 
key challenge in pushing the date of results forward.  

 The schedule proposed for Examination Board turnaround looks very 
tight.  We note with concern the loss of contingency space in the 
schedule.  

 GCSE results are still a factor for some admitting HE providers more 
than others, and a surprising number of students are still sitting GCSEs 
at A-level time.  This needs more consideration.  

 

 

(APR Consultation ref 28.7.2) 
The option of starting the HE term for first year students in late October is worthy of consideration. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
However, we do not think sufficient consideration has been given in the 
consultation to the fact that vocational courses with placements often have 
to start earlier in the year, to work around the requirements of placement-
providers.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 28.7.3) 
The option of starting the HE term for first year students in January is worthy of consideration. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
This is not something that should be considered in isolation for higher 
education.  There are major, unacceptable risks of: 
 

 misaligning the wider education system; 

 higher rates of drop-out before courses start, especially if non-HE 
options begin to look more favourable in the interim.  This raises the 
subsequent problem of how institutions will fill places resulting from 
drop-out so late in the calendar year; 

 additional public expenditure – will school-leavers waiting to start 
university be unemployed for almost half a year? 

 misalignment with other countries – with corresponding attrition to 
competitor universities abroad; 

 the misalignment of the UK educational calendar would create further 
major difficulties schools and colleges which would almost certainly 
have a negative impact on IAG – especially at a time of diminishing 
resource and most likely having a greater negative impact in the most 
disadvantaged areas.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

(APR Consultation ref 28.7.4) 
The resources available in schools and colleges will be sufficient to give students support to make 
applications and manage offers in the timescale proposed. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
The responses of schools and colleges themselves will be important here, 
but we expect the new system will create new issues for applicants’ 
interaction with school/college advisers.  
 
At a time of diminishing resource, and particular challenges for careers 
advice, the difficulties are amplified, especially in schools and colleges in the 
most disadvantaged areas which will have a greater negative impact on 
widening participation and access and raising aspiration for HE in those 
areas.  
 

 

(APR Reference 28.7.5) What provisions could be made within the educational and qualification 
structures in Scotland to make a UK system of application post-results workable for Scottish students? 

 
We are not sure why this has been asked as a separate question.  A system should not be put forward 
for consultation if it is not already believed to be workable and fair on a UK-wide basis.  
 

 

(APR Reference 28.7.6) What steps could be taken to secure parity for Northern Irish applicants whose 
school term currently ends at the end of June? 

 
As above (ref 28.7.5).  
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
It is vital that UCAS consider the impact of the proposed changes to the examination timetable on how 
schools and colleges prepare students for examination:  
 

 Schools and their representatives will need to be satisfied that they are able to prepare students in 
sufficient time without a negative impact on learning and attainment if the learning period is 
reduced.  

 The admissions process should not influence the shape of pre-HE examinations.  

 Examination timetable clashes may become more common, although if A-levels are linear there will 
be fewer assessments and this may become more manageable.  

 
Regarding examination and assessment, great improvements would be needed around BTECs and 
GCSEs, with UCAS playing a pivotal role in achieving these improvements and better movement of 
results through Awarding Body Linkage.  BTEC certificates frequently do not arrive in good time and this 
relates to college processing as much as exam boards.  Enhanced use of electronic certificates could 
improve the speed of the process.  



 

 

 
Regarding HE start dates, we note that a minority of students already start in January.  This works at 
present for this smaller group of students, and these need to be supported by the admissions model.  
 

 

 

Application post-results: Proposed timetable changes 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 29.4.1) 
An earliest start date of circa 8 October for first year students would not have a serious impact on the 
delivery of HE courses. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
3 
More consideration needs to be given to vocationally-oriented courses, 
where start dates are often timed to work around placements later in the 
year, which are scheduled around placement-providers’ requirements.   
 
Shifting the academic year would have consequences for contracts of 
employment.  These would need to be renegotiated, possibly including a 
protracted period of discussion with unions.  We are not sure this has been 
considered in the consultation document, and it is worth considering 
whether it is sensible to provoke this given the wider upheavals and 
uncertainties in HE at present.  
 

(APR Consultation ref 29.4.2) 
Universities could make appropriate resources available to make offer decisions and process 
applications between mid-July and end August. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
We refer to our bullet points above under ref 25.18.4, which identify a 
number of problematic knock-on impacts which will affect other areas of 
core business including research and outreach.  Success in these areas can 
have a direct impact on the attractiveness of institutions to applicants.  
 
The compressed time-frame proposed in the 2016 model is likely to 
encourage a more mechanistic approach to admissions.   
 
This statement does not take account of the number of related processes 
that are involved between application and entry – e.g. visa requirements or 
CRB checking.  
 

 

 

 



 

 

(APR Consultation ref 29.4.3) Please give any suggestions about what needs to be done to ensure that 
interviews can be successfully completed within the proposed model of applications post-results. 

 
We do not think that interviews would work within the proposed model.  Overall the implications for the 
sector, the risk to quality of admissions decisions, and the difficulties for applicants, will be great.  It 
would not be appropriate to take these risks without first implementing the improvements proposed for 
2014 and then reviewing the system in the light of subsequent changes to HE funding and demand.  
 
As we work towards those improvements, it is worth noting the following about the current proposals 
for 2016:  
 

 The time-frame is not realistic for interviews.  The proposals raise serious questions about when 
interviews could take place, and whether it will be possible to give equal consideration to all serious 
candidates in the available time.  

 

 The summer period reduces the availability of both HE academic staff to conduct interviews, and 
applicants themselves.  We have already referred above (refs 25.18.2 and 25.18.4) to major 
problems that would arise around the supply of academic staff.  These problems make the system 
UCAS proposes for 2016 neither realistic nor in the wider interest of securing a strong and stable 
research and staff base in the UK’s higher education institutions.  

 

 Preparation time for students would be severely limited, and would not allow students to respond 
to the specific demands of each interview in good time.  Interviews assess the qualities of individual 
students in a one-to-one context, and we are not convinced that information provided at the 
‘Expression of Interest’ phase could sufficiently help prepare an individual for interview.   

 

 It is not viable to interview all applicants who express interest.  Any kind of early face-to-face 
screening process would increase, not decrease, the burden and cost for institutions and applicants.  

 

 We expect that not all schools and colleges would be able to provide the required level of summer-
time support to help applicants prepare for interview.  It is highly likely that independent schools 
would be able to provide better targeted post-results support to their students than other schools, 
and this does not support a fair system.  

 

 All candidates may find it difficult to fit multiple interviews into the shorter interview window.  But 
this would be especially difficult for applicants with dependants, and those who are employed (as 
many school leavers will be during the summer).  The same may be true of care leavers.  The system 
would be more difficult for these groups than for others.  

 

 Applicants to courses using these methods of assessment will not benefit from increased certainty 
under the results-based proposals, as they will not yet know the outcome of their interview.  

 
Where demand for a course is high and good quality, it is fair to interview as many suitable candidates 
as possible.  The compressed timetable makes the opposite more likely.  Demand for places has 
outstripped supply for years and it would be inappropriate to place barriers in the way of selective 
decision-making methods such as interview.  
 



 

 

Overall the proposals severely misunderstand that interview, portfolio or audition are at least as 
important, and frequently more important, than qualifications in determining whether an applicant is 
suitable for a course.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 29.4.4) Please give any suggestions how to accommodate applications for 
courses requiring auditions or the submissions of portfolios. 

 
We refer to our previous response (ref 29.4.3) – the remarks made about interviews all apply to 
auditions and portfolio assessment. 
 
Also, a single offer date will have a difficult impact on institutions that admit using auditions or 
portfolios.  Sometimes auditions extend over long periods of time and while institutions could look for 
some efficiencies, we are not confident that such a move would support good decision-making.   
 
Portfolio collection system 
We support the principle of ‘collect once, use many times’ for data collection as this delivers efficiencies 
to institutions and UCAS, and reduces burden and complexity for applicants.  On this basis a centralised 
system for collecting portfolios has the potential to be helpful.  It would need to be versatile as different 
institutions and courses have different portfolio requirements.  A portfolio collection system should not 
replace interviews, if institutions choose to use both systems.   
 
However, while a centralised system would make applications to HE more straightforward, more work 
needs to be done to determine whether it would be difficult for students to use, and how it would work 
alongside the role of academics and teachers in choosing what to include in the portfolio.   
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
The timetable changes proposed for 2016 will have impacts in a number of areas which we have already 
outlined throughout our above consultation responses.  We refer back to those earlier comments, 
especially:  
 

 Ref. 23.6 8 on the several groups of students whose needs will be less well met on the proposed 
timetable.  

 Ref 23.6.4 on the risk that institutions will adopt a more mechanistic approach and that this will 
affect the use of contextual data.  The level of rigour required to appropriately assess and match 
applicants to courses is at risk in the compressed timetable. 

 Our further comment in the ‘Widening Participation’ section on the risk of losing potential WP 
applicants to other post-school options if the application process does not occur until after the end 
of the school year.  

 Ref 25.18.2 on difficulties around staffing for a summer admissions process.  

 Ref 25.18.4 on the interactions with and impact on other core HE business and planning.  The 
proposed system for 2016 would cause uncertainty on numbers on courses until very late in the 
summer.  This may have a knock-on effect on applicants and students.  In a marketplace with a fixed 
government-imposed cap on entrant numbers, institutions would need to rely on very regular 



 

 

forecasts for managing offer-making.  

 Refs 26.5.1 and 26.5.2 on the negative impact that would be perceived by international and part-
time applicants.   

 Refs 28.7.1–28.7.4 on the timetable implications for pre-HE and examination boards, and the impact 
beyond the HE sector of moving the HE calendar.  

 
In addition, we make the following points: 
 

 At a time of turbulence in policy for HE, schools and colleges, and uncertainty around funding, 
retaining some familiar features would provide a degree of stability.  Many applicants do manage in 
the current system – although we recognise there are problems with Clearing and a general need for 
more efficiency, reduction in the number of transactions associated with each application, and for 
tidier and more co-ordinated information, advice and guidance.   

 

 IAG would need to be well targeted within a much more limited space of time, and potentially with 
less support from school and college advisers if the main application round takes place over the 
summer.  It is important that any new system reduces complexity for applicants, and although the 
2016 proposal shifts the dates, the concentration on deadlines and fixed Apply periods may not 
achieve this.  

 

 There is a risk that many school/college students would not use the period before Apply 2 
sufficiently well to prepare their applications.  Those applying during Apply 1 have the advantage of 
much more time to make their applications.  

 

 If the majority of offer-holders are seeking accommodation in September, this will cause real issues 
with processing and risks leaving students un-housed at the start of term.  

 

 The proposal would bring increasing and widespread misalignment of calendars in institutions 
offering both HE and FE.  In general, more thought needs to be given to multiple entry-dates.  

 

 We are not sure what institutions would be required to do – or indeed could do –with the proposed 
‘expressions of interest’ during the Research Phase.  We imagine the volume of such expressions 
would be significantly larger than the number of applications currently received, so would be a 
comparable burden.  We are also concerned that a system based around expressions of interest 
makes it easier, not harder, for institutions to exploit the system – for example by giving a non-
binding indication to applicants of the likelihood of their success.  

 

 The period of transition to HE is an important part of a student’s introduction to their institution and 
plays a role in retention.  We are concerned that UCAS has not given sufficient consideration to this.  
The student experience is about more than just academic aspects and the transition timetable needs 
further thought.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Application post-results: Benefits and risks of the proposed 2014 year of entry 
enhancements 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 31.3.1) 
A single offer date for all applications would help minimise the real or perceived advantages of 
applying as early as possible in the cycle. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
3 
There are benefits and drawbacks to a single offer date.  While some 
applicants might find it easier to make replies, there is concern that 
applicants who are rejected from all their choices in one sudden 
announcement would be deterred from participating in later Apply periods.  
More students could be lost to non-HE options.  
 
We would prefer a model where a Gathered Field operates on the release of 
decisions, but elapses on a set date after which institutions are free to make 
offers or reject candidates.  We outline this model in full below (see the 
‘Further Comments’ section).  This would minimise the advantages of 
applying early, while managing applicant expectations and providing them 
with relevant dates.  It would not increase the risk of drop-out like a single 
offer date does, and it gives rejected applicants more time to consider their 
next steps.  
 
Some link between applicants and institutions in the Gathered Field period 
would be likely to reduce drop-out and increase efficiency.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 31.3.2) 
The current process can be improved with a more disciplined approach to deadlines, service level 
agreements for decision-making by HEIs, with no informal agreements to relax them. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
Improvements must recognise and respect the principle of institutional 
autonomy over admissions decisions, which was reaffirmed in the HE White 
Paper.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 31.3.3) 
The replacement of Clearing with a managed process of applications with equal consideration for 
places available at that point would give students a more positive experience and achieve a better 
match of applicants to courses. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
We welcome the proposal for a managed Clearing process.  This will permit 



 

 

4- strongly disagree some regulation for institutions and will reduce confusion for applicants.   
 
In improving this process it will also be useful to pursue parallel 
improvements in examinations turnaround and Awarding Body Linkage.   
 
Outstanding GCSE results would need to be integrated with the Clearing 
wait.   
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 31.3.4) 
A short break between Confirmation and Apply 3 would help to improve the process to place 
applicants after they have received their results. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
Many GuildHE members support this break, but UCAS must recognise that 
this may not significantly reduce the volume of enquiries admitting 
institutions receive from students who have not yet secured a place at 
results time. 
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
We are largely supportive of the proposals to be introduced in 2014, in the form of process efficiencies 
to support all stakeholders and changes in the application process itself.  
 
The improvements proposed for 2014 broadly reflect the conclusions reached by the Delivery 
Partnership, and provide an opportunity to maintain momentum around good practice improvements.  
 
1. System efficiencies 
We support process efficiencies noting in particular: 
 

 Validation in UCAS Apply could be improved. 

 There is value in more shared services – e.g. information on fee status.  Some institutions are in 
favour of matching students to courses, whereas others would not have any use for this service. 

 There are currently too many deadlines, and some are loosely enforced.  There could be benefits in 
simplification and strengthening of deadlines.  

 Institutions will benefit from receiving timely data to plan and manage admissions.  At this stage, it 
is difficult to visualise how information will be pushed out to them, and more concrete examples 
would be helpful.  

 HEIs should retain ability to close courses.  This is essential for number and financial management.   
 
2. The 2014 process 
In addition to our responses to the questions above, we have the following suggestions about the 2014 
process, which we believe would be an improvement on the current system, support applicants and 
institutions, and be open to review at an appropriate time in the future.  
 



 

 

 Proposed Gathered Field for releasing applications to HEIs:  There are difficulties in receiving all 
applications on one date.  This would: 
 
o create processing bottlenecks which risk delaying getting decisions to applicants and derailing 

the subsequent timetable;  
o serve no perceptible net positive benefit to applicants.  Some applicants may suffer from having 

several interviews/auditions compressed into a shorter period later in the cycle.  Institutions 
have procedures in place to ensure fairness and this is supported by the good practice guidance 
of the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions group (SPA);  

o underestimate the limited numbers of staff and technical expertise required in admissions 
management.  Although some efficiencies may be found within institutions there are restricted 
opportunities for administrative support during peak times; 

o encourage mechanistic or rushed decision-making. 
 

 Rather than releasing all applications on the same date, we think it would be more appropriate – 
and not less fair to applicants – to retain an equal consideration deadline, release applications to 
institutions in the meantime, but not allow decisions to be released until a given date.   

 

 Therefore there would be a “Gathered Field of decisions”, until a specified date when applicants 
start to receive decisions.  Applicants should know this date, which should be an appropriate 
distance from the equal consideration deadline.  Before this date, institutions may not release any 
decisions to applicants.   

 

 This would increase certainty and clarity for applicants and manage their expectations.  It would also 
support institutions as the intervening period could be used to validate, process and consider 
applications and create a gathered field.   

 

 It would not give any students applying at this stage an unfair advantage, and needs to be 
accompanied by other measures to raise aspiration among those least likely to apply to HE – through 
better centralised information, advice and guidance.  

 

 Such a system is particularly important for institutions that need time for interview/portfolio/ 
audition.  Coupled with the process efficiencies outlined in the consultation, it would also free up 
resource for more applications later in the cycle by resolving some decisions earlier.   

 
Our proposals here largely agree with those of the Arty Admissions Group, and we support their 
suggestions.  
 
3. Complexity, Clearing and the applicant experience 
It is crucial that any revised system is less complex than the existing one – including from the applicant 
perspective.    
 
The proposal places too much emphasis on defined periods of applications (Apply 1/2/3).  Applicants do 
not view the admissions cycle in these terms and we cannot see how emphasising application windows 
would help the process or remove the stigma associated with later applications.  It risks confusing 
students further.  It is still important that applicants are aware of deadlines and decision dates, 
however.  



 

 

 
We make the following suggestions to improve clarity and the applicant experience: 
 

 References to Apply periods should be kept to a minimum in communications and information for 
applicants.  Participation would be encouraged, and confusion minimised, if UCAS and admitting 
institutions concentrated on presenting applicants with a seamless application window.   

 

 This would be compatible with providing better information on decision-dates, tailored to the 
individual: managing individual students’ expectations by informing them of when they will receive 
decisions, based on the point in the cycle they applied.  

 

 Numbering the Apply periods may give a sense of precedence and possibly stigma around the later 
periods (‘Apply 2’ & ‘Apply 3’).  It may be unhelpful to name the main application windows at all.   

 

 Presenting, as far as possible, a single seamless application window, highlighting “earliest decision-
dates”, would help remove the stigma around later applications and may help with Clearing.  It may 
also encourage participation from students who traditionally apply later, e.g. those applying through 
the FE route or those on Foundation Diplomas.   

 

 UCAS, institutions and advisers could continue to advise students on the actions they will need to 
carry out by particular deadlines (i.e. in particular Apply ‘periods’), but would be able to present a 
simpler picture.  

 

 Many colleagues in GuildHE institutions feel the term ‘Extra’ is not discouraging or stigmatising for 
applicants – if anything the term, and the system, is currently underused and under-promoted.   

 

 Consideration must be given to the fact that some institutions operate a two-semester system 
rather than three terms.  

 
It will be crucial to review the changes for 2014 before introducing any further reforms.   
 
 

The insurance choice 
 

Option Description Benefits Disadvantages 

Keep insurance choice 
as is 

A contractually-binding 
2nd choice, intended to 
offer a safety net to 
applicants not meeting 
the conditions of their 
firm choice 

Supports applicants in 
making aspirational 
choices 

Evidence shows that it is 
not well understood by 
applicants and is not 
used wisely 

Remove insurance 
choice 

Applicants accept one 
conditional offer and 
enter Clearing if they 
don’t meet the 
conditions 

Facilitates HEIs in 
managing their 
numbers 

Does not support 
applicants in making 
aspirational choices; 
disadvantages recruiting 
institutions for whom the 
insurance choice may 



 

 

represent an important 
pool of applicants 

Enforce correct use of 
insurance choice 

Application system 
ensures that applicant 
has included at least 
one choice with lower 
entry requirements  

Supports applicants in 
using the insurance 
choice as it was 
intended; fewer 
applicants needing to 
enter Clearing 

Simple business rules 
don’t reflect complexity 
of offers and what 
appears to be an unwise 
insurance choice may in 
reality not be, for 
instance for courses like 
medicine where the 
option for entry with 
lower grades does not 
exist.  

Make insurance choice 
optional for HEIs 

HEIs choose whether 
applicants can accept 
them as an insurance 
choice or only as a firm 
choice 

HEIs for whom 
insurance choice is 
beneficial can 
continue with it; 
applicants can choose 
to apply to HEIs that 
accept insurance 
choice 

More complex than 
current process and has 
capacity for unfairness 

Replace insurance 
choice with priority 
wait list option 

Applicant chooses one 
firm choice and can be 
added to wait list for up 
to four others. HEI gives 
priority to waitlisted 
applicants once CFs 
have been confirmed 

Provides some back-
up for applicant but 
not contractually 
binding on HEI so 
facilitates number 
management 

Provides less certainty for 
applicants than current 
process. Is complex and 
would be difficult to 
implement 

 

 

 

(APR Consultation ref 32.5) 
 
In light of the information given above, please rank the options above in your preferred order (using 1 
as the most effective through to 5 as the least effective). 
 

Option Rank 1 to 5 

Keep insurance choice as is  

Remove insurance choice  

Enforce correct use of insurance choice  

Make insurance choice optional for HEIs  

Replace insurance choice with priority wait list option  

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
GuildHE is not an admitting institution and we feel it is less appropriate for us to rank these options.  We 
would not be able to appropriately reflect the views of all our members in a single ranking.  
 



 

 

 

Timetable for reform 
 

To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements? 

 

(APR Consultation ref 33.2.1) 
2016 year of entry is a manageable start date for a system of applications post-results. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
We do not believe this is realistic.  Wide-reaching reforms to higher 
education funding and regulation are also occurring, and little is known with 
real precision about the direction HE policy will take in the immediate 
future.   
 
While it is appropriate for UCAS to review its process in this context, a 
commitment to 2016 is not advisable given the uncertainty of future 
student demand, institutional and student finance, types of provision, and 
the diversity of the sector and subjects.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 33.2.2) 
2014 year of entry is a manageable date to be ready for the proposed changes to the current system. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2 
Again, it is difficult to predict ahead, but these changes will be manageable 
if they reflect the wider uncertainties including those around funding and 
set realistic targets for delivery.  
 

 

(APR Consultation ref 33.2.3) 
We believe that the proposed changes for 2016 year of entry and 2014 year of entry are workable 
solutions. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
4 
It will be clear from our other responses that we feel very differently about 
the two sets of proposals.  We do not feel we can agree with this question 
as phrased.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

(APR Consultation ref 33.2.4) 
If the proposal for 2016 year of entry does not go ahead, further refinements are needed to the 2014 
process. 
 
1- strongly agree 
2- agree 
3- disagree 
4- strongly disagree 

Enter number between 1 – 4 below: 
2/3 
GuildHE believes the admissions process should be subject to continuous 
improvement.  We do not feel the need to link that belief strongly to the 
failure of the proposal for 2016.   
 

 

Please enter any further comments about this section below 

 
Our response has welcomed a number of viable improvements in the consultation that will bring 
genuine benefits to all students and institutions.  However, some major issues which the consultation 
sought to resolve by 2016 will not be resolved by the proposal which the consultation provides: 
 

 A one-size-fits-all system will be replaced with another one-size-fits-all system, that works less well 
for some student groups, institutions and subject groups than the present one, and may serve to be 
more advantageous to some groups of students and institutions than others (i.e. not access-
neutral).  

 

 The current stigma around Clearing would be eased by the proposals, but this benefit is put at risk 
by the real possibility that students who are less likely to apply in the current system would not 
receive the same incentives through term-time school/college support as they do at present.  We 
are unconvinced that the Research Phase would provide the same incentives.  

 

 Without further work, a revised system of dates, deadlines and application periods would not 
reduce confusion for applicants – or for their advisers.  

 

 It is difficult to see the advantages for part-time applicants or other groups who currently tend to 
apply direct to institutions. 

 

 Different questions need to be asked, with less emphasis placed on traditional qualifications. 
 
The proposals for 2016 demand a huge amount of culture change in a very small amount of time – from 
admitting institutions, schools and college advisers, and applicants in terms of behaviour.  We are not 
persuaded the impact of the proposals make this change worthwhile for any party.  We do not think it is 
possible to bring about within the timetable without serious risk of failures in the provision of 
information, advice and guidance, and misunderstandings around new processes.  Issues around 
resources and careers advice policy in the pre-HE sector make us not confident that changes on this 
scale would be well understood.  More thought needs to be given to the culture change, and UCAS could 
monitor change closely the reforms introduced in 2014.  
 
The 2014 proposals move UCAS in the right direction, and have the potential to include real 
improvements to the current Clearing system of post-results applications.  We have already referred to 
the high level of uncertainty in the foreseeable future – about funding, demand, vulnerabilities and 



 

 

number controls – and we feel it is crucial to review the changes for 2014 before introducing any further 
reforms.  In our response to the 2014 proposals we have made material suggestions which we hope will 
enhance the improvements proposed for 2014.  This sets the sector up for a process of continuous 
improvement, which should be its goal through subsequent review as 2014 and the wider reforms to HE 
take effect.  
 

 


