
Improving the HE Applications Process 
Equality Impact Assessment
September 2005 

Introduction

1. This paper provides a preliminary assessment of the impact of the proposals in the Improving the Higher Education Applications Process document, a consultation document which has been developed by the DfES in consultation with the higher education (HE) sector and other stakeholders involved with applications to HE.  

Aims of the proposals

2. The purpose of the proposals in this document is to improve the fairness of the HE applications process, firstly by refining applications procedures in the short term, to make them fairer, more focused and more transparent for the student, whilst at the same time improving efficiency for HE admissions staff.  Secondly, by discussing the possibility of a move to a system of post-qualification applications (PQA), whereby applications to HE are not formally made until after exam results are known.  The aim is to improve fairness for all students wishing to enter HE.  
Rationale for the proposals

3. The current system of applications to HE uses predicted examination results as part of the assessment when making choices between applicants.  Research commissioned from UCAS showed that predicted grades are accurate in just 45% of cases.  In nearly 9% of cases, the predictions are too pessimistic whilst in some 47% of cases they are too optimistic.  The reliability of predicted grades diminishes as you move down the socio-economic groups.  51% of pupils from the highest socio-economic group receive accurately predicted grades compared to only 39% in the lowest socio-economic group.  Evidence suggests that, after controlling for other characteristics and actual grades, pupils from the lowest socio-economic group are more likely to receive under-estimated predicted grades than their peers in the highest socio-economic group. 
4. UCAS data also shows that the accuracy of predicted grades also differs by gender.  46.5% of females obtained accurately predicted grades compared with just 42.5% of their male counterparts.  However, analysis of the data finds that the probability of receiving a correctly predicted grade is not directly influenced by gender, which suggests that the difference here is coincidental.   
5. We do not believe that it can be fair for unreliable predicted grades to play a part in admissions decisions.  In order to eliminate this potential unfairness, we have developed for consultation a number of proposals for improvements to the HE applications process.  We also discuss the concept of post-qualification applications (PQA), making applications to HE once exam results are known.  
6. This paper looks first at each proposal relating to the improvement of the current applications system and considers the potential impact of each on gender, disability and background.  The paper then considers each of the two proposed options for a system of PQA and considers the potential impact of each.
Assessment of proposals

Proposal 1: UCAS to continue their work to encourage the provision of clear, comparable entry requirement information, with a view to moving toward 100% provision of information for students wishing to enter HE in 2008/09.
We believe that the provision of clear, accurate entry requirement information is vital to enable all students to target their applications effectively.  The provision of this information could be particularly useful for those students who lack the confidence to apply for HE, for example, those from a background with no tradition of HE.  The facility to see the level of achievement of those accepted onto courses in previous years may act as an encouragement for those students particularly.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  

Proposal 2: In the context of the end-to-end review of student finance delivery in England, further consideration to be given to how to realise the principle of giving students researching their possible HE applications easy access to timely, accurate and reliable information, preferably in one place, about all the financial support they may receive whilst in HE.
Finance could be an issue for many students, particularly those from lower socio-economic groups.  To counter this we propose that work is undertaken to produce clear, reliable information which is easily accessible, to inform potential students of their likely entitlement to financial assistance.  A lack of such information could be a profound disincentive for those whose life choices depend on financial constraints.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  

Proposal 3: HEFCE to commission early research on how students and their advisers are using the information on the Teaching Quality Information (TQI) website, to ensure it is meeting the needs of students and their advisers and to inform its further development from 2006.  
This proposal is designed to improve the information available to all students.  The early research that is suggested here may indicate that those from certain groups are less or more likely to access, and act on, the available information.  Any anomalies or inequalities could then be addressed once the evidence is collated.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  

Proposal 4: HEIs to develop more informative letters to feed back to students, detailing particularly why their applications have been rejected.

The aim here is to ensure as far as possible that all students have sufficient information to target their applications appropriately.  Where a student receives a rejection we feel that it would be particularly beneficial for that student to understand the context of that refusal, for example, the grades normally achieved by a student entering that course.  We believe that this proposal will have a positive impact for all students.  
Proposal 5: Schools and colleges should not supply students’ predicted exam results with their HE applications and these should play no part in HE admissions decisions.

This proposal underpins the later proposals on post-qualification applications.  Predicted exam results are incorrect in 55% of cases.  Analysis suggests that the probability of obtaining a correctly predicted grade is not influenced by gender however it is quite strongly influenced by whether an individual has a disability or not.  Those with a disability were found to be much more likely to receive an accurately predicted grade after controlling for other factors, however when disabled individuals do obtain an inaccurately predicted grade it is more likely to be an under prediction when compared to their non-disabled counterparts.  So, by removing the requirement on tutors to supply predicted grades, we would envisage a fairer system for all individuals regardless of any background characteristics.  Any current unfair disadvantage created by predicted grades will be eradicated leading to a fairer, more transparent application process.
Proposal 6: The Delivery Partnership to keep in touch with developments in the e-portfolio and investigate its potential role in the HE applications process.

The supply of additional information about students, in addition to, or in place of, the traditional qualifications will particularly benefit those students following a non-traditional route into HE.  We believe that this will assist and encourage those students whose potential may not be easily discernible from traditional qualifications.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  
Proposal 7: Students to submit initial applications between the beginning of September and the end of March, either together or separately.  HEIs should seek to respond to applications as speedily as is practicable.  (This proposal also seeks views on whether initial applications should be restricted to four or six choices; a further impact assessment may be required depending on the response to that question.)
We believe that an extended period for applying to higher education will ensure that students have a better opportunity to fully research their options and have the time to develop their thinking about future career paths.  This would be particularly beneficial for those students who are uncertain about their capabilities or preferences and for those who may not have previously considered higher education, but are encouraged by their performance during their final school year.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  
Proposal 8: Students who receive no offers from their initial applications to be able to submit an unlimited number of additional applications, one at a time, until they secure an offer, up to the end of June.

Under the current system, students who do not receive offers may apply for a HE place through UCAS Extra, or through Clearing.  Research has shown that 36% of respondents to a survey who applied through Clearing reported that mistaken choice of institution was the main reason why they were leaving, which compares to just 23% of course leavers who applied through UCAS or directly to institutions.
  This is in many instances due to a poor match between student and course.  This proposal attempts to ensure that as many students as possible gain the offer of a place before results are published.  This is particularly important to engage those students early who may otherwise decide not to participate in the applications process, or who would otherwise only apply after they had received their results, when the majority of places have already been allocated.  No negative impact is anticipated at this time.  
Proposal 9: HEIs to publish monthly vacancy lists, from the end of March until the end of Clearing.

This proposal will assist those students who fail to identify a suitable HE course early on in the process.  Clear information detailing where opportunities exist will help students target their applications effectively.  This may also benefit those students who have delayed applying to HE due to lack of confidence; the publication of vacancy lists may act as an incentive to them to apply once they have received their results. 
Proposal 10: HEIs to continue their work to ensure against unfair competition for places between pre-qualified and other home and EU students.

Proposal 11: HEIs to continue to consider applications from pre-qualified overseas non-EU students as they do now and, where appropriate, offer them places on an unconditional basis.

These two proposals involve no change to the status quo because we have identified no adverse impact in the current system. 

Proposal 12: Students to continue to hold up to two offers.
Proposal 13: Students holding two offers to continue to rank them as first firm and insurance choices.
We considered alternatives to the current system, where students hold up to two offers, which are ranked in order of preference.  Whilst we acknowledge that there may be some advantage in allowing students to hold open as many offers as they are able to secure, this would create an unmanageable burden on higher education institutions.  It is therefore proposed to maintain the status quo, which does have the advantage of affording the student an element of security.  No negative impact has been identified.

Proposal 14: Students who achieve higher grades than required by their conditional offers to be able to make a new application and have their original first firm conditional offer protected whilst they do so.

Proposal 15: A confirmation and new application round to be run ahead of Clearing.
These two proposals will be of benefit to those students who have accepted offers based on grades that prove to be an underestimation.  Research shows that approximately 9% of students are predicted to achieve grades that are lower than their actual grades.  Evidence suggests that, after controlling for other characteristics, pupils from the lowest socio-economic group are more likely to receive underestimated grades than their peers in the highest socio-economic group.  There is little opportunity within the current system for those students who do better than expected to seek a place that better suits their abilities.  Taken together, these proposals open up the opportunity of seeking a better offer, whilst maintaining the security of keeping open the offer they already hold.  As well as giving all students time to consider their options in light of their exam results, it also allows time to seek further guidance if necessary and removes the pressure to make instant decisions on the offers they hold.  This will be particularly advantageous to those students considering making new applications, having achieved better results than anticipated.  These proposals will have a positive impact on all students who, having received better results than expected, choose to seek a place more suited to their abilities.  
Proposal 16: The two route application system for Art and Design to be replaced by a single application system which retains sequential applications and an opening date for applications at the beginning of September and a closing date in late March.

Two application routes for Art and Design currently exist.  We have heard that the two routes can cause confusion for students and student advisers alike.  This proposal is designed to simplify the application process, whilst maintaining its benefits.  This simplification of the process should have a positive impact on all students considering this route into HE.  
Proposal 17: Clearing to operate on the basis of three consecutive application rounds in which students submit one application in each round.

Clearing currently operates on a first-come, first-served basis, which can act to the detriment of those students who have not received sufficient guidance to enable them to target their applications successfully, or who do not have the confidence to apply to HE until late in the day.  The proposed process would ensure that all students are considered alongside each other and removes the disadvantage associated with having to make quick, potentially un-researched, applications.  It also removes the unfairness associated with allocating places on a first-come, first-served basis, which may result in less qualified students receiving places ahead of better qualified students, simply because their application was received earlier.  
Proposal 18: The results of AS, A-Levels, Highers and Advanced Highers to be published at least one week earlier than at present.

This proposal is designed solely to free up time to enable a fairer and more efficient applications process to take place.  It does not impact on teaching or learning time.  It will however allow students longer to secure an HE place before the start of term and will therefore have a positive impact on all students.  
Proposal 19: Work to be undertaken to look at what might be done to inform those taking non A-level qualifications, whose timetables it is not feasible to bring in line with the HE admissions cycle, of the requirements of that cycle, with the aim of allowing them, where possible and appropriate, to timetable their learning and accreditation accordingly.

Many non A-level qualifications are undertaken routinely as a route into employment rather than HE.  However, some students may wish to use their qualifications to access HE and we believe it is important to remove any disadvantage for those students that may occur due to lack of information about the HE timetable. 
Proposal 20: Work to be started now with the express purpose of ensuring that, by 2008/09, the results of non A-level portfolio based qualifications are published earlier than they are at present.

We also believe that those students who do wish to use their non A-level qualifications to access HE should not be placed at a disadvantage due to receiving results at a later date than A-level students.  This proposal seeks to remove any such disadvantage.
Option A

This Option presents a two-stage process whereby students would have the opportunity to send four expressions of interest to higher education institutions.  Those expressions of interest would generate feedback from HEIs on the likelihood of the student gaining a place.  Where a student fails to receive positive feedback from the initial four expressions of interest, there is the opportunity to submit further single expressions of interest, on a rolling basis, until such time as the student receives positive feedback, or exam results are published.  However, no formal applications would be made at this stage and no binding offers of a place would be made.  Formal applications for an HE place would only be made after students had received their exam results.  (This Option does not impact on pre-qualified students, who will be free to apply for, and gain, places in the same way as they do now).

We believe that this Option will have a positive impact on any students who may not have the confidence to apply for HE places until their results are known, or who have been predicted to receive lower grades than they actually achieve.  Using the figures generated by the UCAS research into predicted grades, it is estimated that this Option will have a positive impact for the 40,450 students who achieved better than expected grades (2004 entry figures) and for those students who did not consider applying to HE until after their results were known (365 on 2004 figures).

Option B

This Option presents a two-stage process whereby students would have the opportunity to send four expressions of interest to higher education institutions.  This Option differs from that described in Option A in that the HEIs are free to offer students unconditional or conditional places.  The difference between this Option and the current system of applying to HEIs is that here HEIs will ‘set aside’ a proportion of places on their courses for students to apply for after their results are known.  This will give students the opportunity to re-evaluate their choices in the light of their exam results.
We believe that this Option will have a positive impact on any students who may not have the confidence to apply for HE places until their results are known, or who have been predicted to receive lower grades than they actually achieve.  However, competition for the places that are reserved under this Option will be high and therefore it is possible that, for the 40,450 students who achieved better than expected grades (2004 entry figures) and for those students who did not consider applying to HE until after their results were known (365 on 2004 figures), only a proportion of those will benefit from this Option. 

Success criteria
We have developed the following success criteria to measure the impact of these proposals.  The success criteria apply to all students, including those from minority ethnic groups, disabled students and non-traditional students, who we believe will benefit from the proposals and options discussed.  Adoption of any of the proposals and/or options will be followed by an evaluation to ensure that the changes have not created any unforeseen inequalities.  Our proposals will be successful if:
· they deliver improved openness and transparency – and hence fairness – about how admissions decisions are made;

· they allow students to make sound choices;

· they reduce the cost of HE applications processes by reducing volumes of nugatory application processing for HEIs and application making for students;

· they support a holistic approach to the consideration of applications to HE.
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