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PREFACE


The author was Head of Economics and Politics at Tonbridge School between 1981 and 2001, as well as Head of Sixth Form. In the latter capacity he was responsible for the administration of applications to university through UCAS, and has advised generations of students on course and university choices, on the completion of their application forms, on their gap year plans, and on their preparation for interviews, including those at Oxford and Cambridge colleges. He continues to do so at St. Benedict’s School, and in a private consultative capacity. He has seen, interpreted and reacted to momentous changes in the higher education sector, and will confirm that the applications process has a pronounced strategic dimension, more so today than ever before. Students from all types of schools and colleges should therefore find the information and advice contained in this Guide helpful. It should be noted that the Guide has a clear and intended focus on application to UK universities, and so it is has not been written to offer information about, and guidance on, application via UCAS to the many excellent and generally smaller colleges of higher education, some of which specialise in education, music, the performing arts, art and design or agriculture.
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1.
THE BACKGROUND TO HIGHER EDUCATION IN THE UK

THE SYSTEM OF HIGHER EDUCATION

As you are reading this Guide you are almost certainly thinking seriously about higher education; indeed, you might already be involved in the process of applying, or preparing to make your application to universities or colleges. This decision will have profound implications for your future – not only will you be deciding where you wish to spend the three or four years immediately after leaving school or college, but in large part you will also be shaping the likely direction of your future career. You will also be taking on a huge financial commitment.

The system of higher education in the United Kingdom is unrecognisable from the one in place a decade or so ago. There are almost twice as many universities and almost 90% more students. This is very definitely the age of mass participation in higher education. In 1990 there were 430,000 students at 46 universities; today there are 1.64 million at 87, and the number is continuing to rise quite rapidly. The last Conservative government’s aim of having one in three 18 year olds in higher education by the year 2000 explained the rapid growth in the late 1980s and early 1990s; whereas, in 1979, only one in eight school leavers went on to university, by 1997, the proportion had risen to 32%, and it has risen remorselessly since then. Nowadays practically anyone with two A Levels (and many with less) can find a degree or diploma course at one of the UK’s higher education institutions. The former distinction between universities and polytechnics was abolished in 1992, and all of the latter have been universities in their own right for over a decade, entitled to award their own degrees. They were also responsible for the lion’s share of the expansion in university places. 

Today there are nearly 2.2 million students in some form of higher education; women make up over half the student body, while a third study on a part-time basis. After a short period of retrenchment between 1993 and 1998, the higher education sector is again expanding, and with some rapidity. The present Labour government has the ambitious aim of ensuring that, by 2010, 50% of those between the ages of 18 and 30 will go on to higher education. Already, by 2003, some 43.5% in this category (and 36% of those between 18 and 21) have entered the higher education sector, though this growth has not been without its difficulties. The previous government’s policy of ‘consolidation’ resulted in a series of significant reductions in the fees per student paid to the universities; since then higher education debates have been dominated by financial considerations, as more and more students claim places in universities and colleges. The average student-staff ratio has risen from 10 to 1 in 1989 to 18 to 1 in 2004, while ratios of 30 to 1 in many of the newer universities are now commonplace. Since the expansion of universities and colleges began in the late 1980s the number of students has practically doubled yet, until relatively recently, funding has barely increased. Between 1990 and 2001 funding per full time student in higher education (including students’ contributions to tuition fees since 1998) fell from about £7700 to £4860; since then it has risen to £5200 in 2003/04. In 1997 Sir Ron Dearing was commissioned to lead a national inquiry into the structure and funding of higher education; his committee reported back to the newly elected Labour government. Modified versions of his proposals were introduced by the government, which accepted the argument that students (and, by implication, in most cases, their parents) should make a significantly greater contribution towards their university education. It introduced a system of ‘top-up tuition fees’ (of up to £1150 in 2004-05) while the former payment of maintenance grants was abandoned, replaced by loans repayable in the years after graduation. The present top-up tuition fees account for only about 9% of the funding of university teaching (some £850 million in 2003/4). 

These changes in the financing of higher education failed to alleviate the ‘funding gap’ that has been identified since 1993 in the university sector, even taking into account the injections of additional money in the present century, much of it aimed at providing more places on part-time and sub-degree courses, and at those institutions which focused on widening access for students from non-traditional backgrounds. By 2002 Universities UK (the organisation representing university vice-chancellors and principals) was estimating that the annual financial shortfall would reach £9.94 billion by 2006, arguing that standards of scholarship, teaching and research are increasingly threatened, and forecasting that it would be impossible to retain qualified teaching staff, to increase the provision of bursaries and to repair buildings. The Chancellor in his Comprehensive Spending Review has made provision for about half this amount, such that government grants in 2004-05 are now approaching £8 billion, including funding for some 20,000 additional places. At least 50% of the UK’s higher education institutions are now running at a deficit, while plenty of others have made substantial cuts or have found new ways of raising money in order to reduce deficits. This is why different institutions have been reacting to financial adversity in very different ways. Courses have become more flexible, often with a recognisable emphasis upon the technical and the vocational; the number of joint or combined honours courses has increased dramatically, while modular courses are increasingly common, as are courses involving some study in Europe. Practically every university is supplementing its income by borrowing on the capital market or by renting out premises during vacations. Many are raising income from the private sector (especially through company sponsorships); split sites have increased in number; packaged video teaching methods are rapidly spreading; the ‘virtual university’ is emerging, with companies customising their own courses. Increasingly universities (such as Glasgow and Strathclyde) are creating ‘strategic alliances’, in order to share the costs of teaching. Some are contemplating merger; North London and London Guildhall have already merged to form London Metropolitan University, while the merger of Manchester University and UMIST from September 2004 will create the largest university in the country. Merger discussions between Birmingham and Aston, and between Brunel and Royal Holloway broke down, but there are others in the pipeline. It is becoming increasingly clear that there are now three broadly recognisable groups of universities: a research-based elite (three quarters of government funding is concentrated in 25% of universities); a large group dedicated primarily to teaching; and another group of institutions in the middle struggling to maintain a research base, and experiencing difficulty in recruiting students. A report in 2001 by Dr. David Watson, Director of Brighton University, suggested that there were too many higher education institutions in the UK, when compared with other European Union countries, and so the trend towards shared facilities, withdrawal or contracting out of courses, and outright merger is almost certainly set to continue. The 2003 study Take The Pulse found that eleven universities were in very weak financial positions, with debts running at more than twice the level of their total general funds, while a further eleven were described as ‘highly vulnerable’ in the event of a fall in student recruitment. A Times editorial in March 2002 succinctly expressed the dilemma – ‘Ministers have sought a huge surge in student numbers at a modest burden to the Exchequer with minimal controversy. They will shortly have to abandon at least one of these ambitions.’ The provisions of the White Paper on Higher Education, published in January 2003, ensured that the abandoned ambition would be the ‘minimal controversy’, and the ensuing Higher Education Act of 2004 allows universities to charge a top-up fee of up to £3,000 a year for their courses from 2006.

APPLICATIONS TO DEGREE AND OTHER COURSES

By the recommended UCAS deadline of 15th January 2004 353,171 students had made applications to 325 universities and colleges, most of which were for full-time degree courses. This represents an increase of 3.4% on the 341,419 applicants by the equivalent time in 2003. Men accounted for 157,914 of the applications, and women for 195,257. 29,139 students, compared with 25,158 in the previous cycle applied for deferred entry for one or more of their courses. Further applications are made in the period between January and June, and still more during the period of Clearing, in August. By 24th March 2004 the number of applicants had risen to 406,009, an increase of 3.1% (12,259) on the equivalent number in March 2003. Applications by those under 21 were up 2.2% on 2003, while there were 7.4% and 6.8% increases for the 21-24 and 25+ groups respectively. 49,379 applications were from overseas (non-EU), an increase of 14.7% in a year. Applications to Foundation Degree courses continue to rise, albeit slowly, with 12,271 applicants making 15,312 applications compared with 8,107 applicants selecting 9,232 Foundation degree courses by March 2003. Applications via UCAS for ALL courses (including vacancies in Clearing) reached an all-time record of 476,467 in 2003 (representing 2,046,131 UCAS choices, and compared with 453,833 in 2001 and 461,365 in 2002), and this total will be comfortably exceeded in 2004 once the 2003/4 applications cycle is complete.  


According to UCAS (February 2004) 374,307 of the applicants for full-time courses accepted confirmed places at universities and colleges in 2003, a rise of 3.3% on 2002 (following rises in each of the previous three years), and another all-time record.  Acceptances for degree courses were 355,531 (up 3.2%), while 18,776 were accepted for HND/Foundation courses (down 20.2%) and 5,596 were accepted for foundation degrees (up 107.3%). 176,109 men (174,368 in 2002) and 198,198 women (193,747 in 2002) were accepted. 


Further new records are likely be set each year over the course of the present decade as growing numbers of places are made available. The more ‘traditional’ (pre 1992) universities account for only about 180,000 of these places, and it is entry to the degree courses offered by these universities that is invariably the most competitive, reflecting the fact that almost all of them have experienced a dramatic increase in applications in recent years. Applicants’ perception of quality has become an increasingly decisive factor in their selection of universities over the past decade, seen in the emergence of a variety of ‘league tables’ which aim to rank universities in terms of quality.  It is an unfortunate fact of life that many a strong applicant has been on the receiving end of a string of rejections from universities falling into this category, and especially in the more popular subjects. This underlines the need for particularly careful research into, and choice of universities; applicants who are unrealistic clearly run a severe risk of receiving very few, or even no conditional offers! There are relatively few courses at these more traditional universities making conditional offers below grades of BBC at A Level (or equivalent qualifications) while, for many of the most popular courses at the most popular universities, ABB or better has become the norm.  Many an applicant will be predicted to achieve such grades, but even this is no guarantee of offers; deeply disappointing, and sometimes inexplicable rejections are an unpalatable fact of life. 


There are many reasons why well qualified applicants might be rejected, not least among them A Level grade inflation (21.6% of the grades awarded in 2003 were A grades), unimpressive UCAS Personal Statements, and a failure to satisfy all of the criteria laid down in the Student Entry Profiles that are now almost universal.  Such rejections are most likely at Bristol, Nottingham, London (University College, King’s College, Imperial and London School of Economics), Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Southampton, Sheffield, Bath, Warwick, Durham, Newcastle, Edinburgh, Glasgow, and St. Andrews. By and large, these universities have international recognition, dominate the ‘Russell Group Super League’, and attract the lion’s share of research funding, with obvious implications for their reputation and popularity. 

THE BENEFITS OF A UNIVERSITY EDUCATION

A university education offers many benefits. You will be able to study one or more subjects that you enjoy in much greater depth, and with greater independence than you have probably so far experienced. You will have an opportunity to develop your talents through your participation in a broad range of activities. You will meet and work with a large number of other students from a wide variety of backgrounds. You will discover how to manage your affairs and how to stand up for your beliefs. You will take more and more responsibility for your own success, and in the process you will learn a very great deal about yourself. University graduates have access to a broader range of career choices, and are appreciably more likely to find suitable employment. The median starting salary for university graduates is only about £12,000, though it is nearer £18,000 for those entering employment requiring a degree. The average increase in salary within three years of graduation (for 2000 graduates) was £11,400. On average, a graduate will earn 74% more over a lifetime than a non-graduate who leaves school after A levels.

Yet a warning is in order. It would be very foolish to regard university as a conveyer belt, and some students have regretted their decision. You must be very determined to extract the maximum benefit possible from a university education, and be dedicated to achieving success. The average dropout rate is rising, and is as high as 18% (and over 30% in some institutions); a recent survey confirmed that 22% of students in their second year were still uncertain whether they had made the right choice of course. This is a critical, though not the main reason for students dropping out. The largest factor is the growing financial pressures (especially for students from lower income households); others include poor support services in some places, a failure to develop appropriate study skills, and a feeling of lack of identity. There is very strong evidence showing that the problem often stems from simply being in the wrong place. If you are not happy in your surroundings then you are unlikely to do well. Your life at university is not confined to your course of study, as your learning and your personality are developed in all sorts of ways through a host of activities, and principally through the people you meet. It is essential that you should be convinced – and from the outset – that you have chosen the place that is right for you. Everybody has different abilities, needs, ambitions and priorities, and they must all be taken into account when making your final decision.

THE ROLE OF UCAS IN THE PROCESS

The task of selecting a course and a university is seldom easy, given that in 2004 there are no fewer than 325 higher education institutions in the UK, offering 58,000 courses, and including 93 universities, listed in the UCAS Directory. A new campus, CCC (Combined Universities in Cornwall) opens in Falmouth in 2004. There are also 65 institutions offering art and design courses, application to which is also made through UCAS. UCAS stands for Universities and Colleges Admissions Service, and is the central admissions agency through which you will be applying. It handles nearly two and a half million applications each year to individual institutions for places on all full time higher education courses leading to a foundation degree, first degree, Higher National Diploma (HND) or Certificate (HNC), or Diploma (DipHE) or Certificate (CertHE) of Higher Education. You will complete a UCAS form (available from your school or directly from UCAS), either manually, electronically or online (using ‘apply’, UCAS’s web-based application system). UCAS has a mission statement – ‘to promote a partnership between applicants on the one hand and universities and colleges on the other, so as to provide them with equal opportunities to achieve a place in higher education, where they may achieve their full potential, and to enable institutions to admit committed students who have the ability to benefit from their experience’. You may only submit one UCAS form in any annual application cycle. With some exceptions, explained in this Guide, you may nominate up to six universities or colleges on your application form, but may only hold a maximum of two conditional offers. Your final choice must be made particularly carefully, and following thorough research and consultation with careers personnel and teachers. Long before the formal application ‘season’ begins, on 1st September each year, you should have arrived at a manageable number of target universities based upon some very detailed study of the various websites, prospectuses and specialist guidebooks that are designed to help you settle on your subject choice and course locations. The universities and colleges guarantee to consider your application if is received by UCAS by the recommended deadline of 15th January; between then and 30th June, your application might still be considered, but the institutions are under no obligation to do so. There is without doubt considerable merit in submitting your application form to UCAS at the earliest possible opportunity, and the strongest applicants  always complete the process in September or October. Those submitting applications via the Electronic Application System (EAS) are also at some advantage, since EAS checks forms automatically and corrects any errors. You can alter your form as many times as you like until you are fully satisfied with it, and can cut and paste your Personal Statement from any word processing package. UCAS also processes electronically completed forms much more speedily (within three days) than the paper forms that are completed manually – indeed, the latter might take up to a month to process in the ‘peak’ season between November and January. 

A PERSPECTIVE ON UNIVERSITYAPPLICATIONS

University degree courses are always the most competitive, and offers vary widely from place to place, and from subject to subject. Offers made by the newer (or, as they are sometimes called, the ‘recruiting’) universities are usually, though not always, lower in terms of grade or tariff points requirements than those made by most of the older or ‘traditional’ universities. Many of these newer universities offer a wider range of vocational courses, which tend to have a less theoretical content and which are more attractive to some applicants. All institutions also offer joint or combination degree courses; these are often particularly marketable, increasingly popular, and have the stimulus of variety. In principle at least,  all degrees represent the same level of academic attainment, and give the same exemptions from professional examinations. Quality assurance arrangements are scrutinised by the Quality Assurance Agency, a body which conducts regular surveys and which issues regular reports.  There are also degree and other courses at Colleges and Institutes of Higher Education. Some award their own degrees, though in most cases the qualification is validated by a university. Higher National Diplomas (HNDs), in the process of being replaced by Foundation Degrees, requiring one or two A Levels for entry are widely available in many subjects, such as production engineering, business studies, agriculture, drama, fashion, building and graphic design. 305 of the (then) 333 UCAS institutions in 2003 recruited students to full time degree, diploma of higher education and HND courses.

For higher education applicants the inevitable anomalies and perceived injustices of the system need to be understood before starting out. Entry to university is based on the principle that students are selected by the departments and faculties that will have responsibility for teaching them. It is not the university’s central administration, nor UCAS, that determines which applicants will be allocated places. Not all university academics are trained in selection techniques, while most departments do not use interviews as part of the selection process. It is perhaps unsurprising that university application has been described as a strategic war game, with rules that might sometimes seem arbitrary, and which are certainly complex! You are much more likely to win the ‘war’ if you start your research as soon as possible, seeking and listening to advice, but always remembering that the decision is ultimately yours. The purpose of this Guide is to help you to draw up a clear strategy, using to the full all the resources at your disposal. In the final analysis, there are no short cuts or magic formulae – application to higher education is an art and not a science. But, while there are no easy solutions, there are plenty of pitfalls that you can and should recognise, and then steer clear of. In addition to providing information about university application, this Guide also aims to offer advice which should assist you in avoiding the more obvious examples of carelessness and poor strategy. This is particularly important for applicants in 2004 for places in 2005, since a record number of applicants is expected, as thousands of students aim to avoid the new top-up tuition fees that are being levied from 2006.

2. CHOOSING DEGREE SUBJECTS

FACTORS THAT SHOULD INFLUENCE YOUR CHOICE OF SUBJECT

First of all, you should think very carefully about what subject or subjects you intend to study at university, and why exactly you are choosing this particular option. You might already have a very good idea – it might be the A Level subject that you are best at, or else your degree choice could be dictated by the career that you have already set your heart on – but for many students the choice might be far from obvious. Considerable research will be necessary, weighing up the options – options that might well include subjects that you have not previously studied, and where you will need to find out what they involve. There are nearly a thousand different subjects available in UK universities, while there are more than 58,000 different degree course combinations and options on offer in 325 UCAS institutions! The number of courses has increased quite significantly in recent years, and there are now even courses in yachting, commercial gambling, conjuring, sport marketing, puppetry, perfumery and golf course management!

If you have already formed some idea about the career you wish eventually to pursue, then a vocational degree course is a distinct possibility. Indeed, in some cases (such as medicine, dentistry, pharmacy, veterinary science and surveying) it will be a necessity, since the degree is a recognised job qualification, and will also exempt you from some professional examinations. If there are specific degree requirements for a particular career, now is the time to find out about them. But it is important that you should know what exactly is involved in the career – and, in particular, the length of the professional training and the nature of the work. If you are simply attracted to the salary and status that go with a career, and have little or no knowledge of the demands that it will make, then you are approaching the issue in the wrong way and could well be making a very foolish choice of degree course. Indeed a vocational degree does not mean that you are committed to follow a particular career; it is essentially a measure of academic attainment, and not an automatic ‘work ticket’; many students who do take vocational courses go on to employment in areas that are not directly related. Probably about 80% of all job vacancies (for example, in marketing, publishing, management and the civil service) are open to graduates with practically any degree.

You might instead choose a subject stemming from your AS and A Level courses and interests, where your intellectual curiosity has already been stimulated. You might not want to confine your studies to a single subject, and there are innumerable joint or combined honours courses available – for instance, there are well over 500 courses which feature some study of French. You might wish to investigate the possibility of studying subjects which are not offered at A Level in your particular school, or in some cases at any school – such as accounting, anthropology, biotechnology, European studies, genetics, law, marine biology, philosophy, psychology or sports science. Some of these subjects are among the most popular choices.

THE LINK BETWEEN SUBJECT CHOICE AND FUTURE CAREERS

It is not unknown for students (and their parents) to be anxious about the choice of degree course, believing that any such course represents specific training for a particular occupation. With the exception of vocational courses (and most courses are not of the vocational variety) this is simply not the case. You are devoting three or four years of your life to make a study of a subject at university because it will provide you with an intellectual stimulus and a qualification for jobs that are only open to graduates. Practically any degree represents a qualification for entry into literally hundreds of different types of employment. Employers are looking for evidence of academic ability, initiative and determination – all qualities that are needed to obtain a degree in any subject, be in accounting or classics, physics or philosophy. The subject matter is far less important than the development of your skills of analysis, evaluation, communication and presentation. You must not therefore imagine that

· some degrees have no value in the graduate job market (though many in more esoteric subjects have remarkably little)

· all professions require degrees in specific subjects

· a degree in a particular subject guarantees entry to a chosen career.

For example, huge numbers of people now practising law did not graduate in law; similarly many a law graduate has gone on to find employment in other areas. Engineering graduates frequently enter financial services, while many graduates in computer science find work in management consultancy. In most cases, employment is increasingly about the quality of the degree (first class degrees are, unsurprisingly, rated far more highly than lower second or third class degrees) and about the personal qualities of the job applicant. Success or failure in finding employment on graduation from university is often determined by the motivation and personality of the applicant, and on the ability to complete an application form and to make an impression at interview. In most years only about 6% of graduates fail to find employment within six months of graduation, though growing numbers are obliged to opt for non-graduate employment.

Your subject choice needs extensive private research and then advice. Nobody else can choose it for you, so don’t blindly follow the direction taken by your friends! Once you have decided upon your subject this then points you in the direction of those universities where you can study the particular areas of the subject that you find most attractive, and where the teaching and assessment methods are what you are looking for. There are many guidebooks on the market that will assist you in identifying, and then narrowing down your choices, and a particularly good one is Choosing Your Degree Course and University (Brian Heap; Trotman Publishing), which provides valuable and up to date information and advice on degree subject, course and university choices, as well as profiles of thousands of courses. The websites of individual universities, prospectuses and Open Day visits will give you still further information. Many universities hold summer schools and ‘taster days’ as well.  There are also a number of CD-ROMS and software programmes (such as Odyssey, Discourse, Iscope, Course Finder and ECCTIS Course Discover) which require you to answer a number of questions, with a view to identifying degree courses that appear to match your interests and abilities, or else enable you to access a database of courses.  

3. CHOOSING COURSES

TYPES OF COURSE AVAILABLE

Once you have settled on your subject(s) you can then move on to a consideration of the specific features of the courses on offer at different universities with the aim of identifying a number that make special appeal. Your research needs to be particularly focused, and you should bear in mind that courses with the same title differ considerably, both in content and approach. There are, for example, about 7000 different courses involving engineering and over 3000 with a business studies component; courses featuring history in the title might encompass anything from Scottish history to African history! It is also vital to decide upon the type of course you are searching for, and essentially there are six categories.

· SINGLE HONOURS COURSES

Here you study and graduate in a single subject. There is often a ‘Foundation Year’ where you will study a number of mainstream subject areas, some of which may be in related subjects, and most or all of which will be compulsory. From the second year onwards there are normally further obligatory core subject papers, together with a range of subject options that enable you to specialise in those areas of the subject that most interest you.

· JOINT HONOURS COURSES

Here you study and graduate in two subjects, each of equal status. They may be linked very closely (for example, mathematics and economics) or entirely unrelated (for example, chemistry and German). In some cases there is a ‘major’ and a ‘minor’ subject, with the lion’s share of the course focusing upon the former, while for some courses you are given the opportunity of placing greater emphasis upon one of the two subjects in your choice of option papers after the first year. 

· COMBINED HONOURS COURSES

Here you study a number of subjects (often three) which are likely to be related (hence there are courses with titles like combined science, combined social sciences and combined arts). In some cases you are able to place greater emphasis upon one or more of these subjects in your choice of option papers after the first year.

· INTERDISPLICINARY COURSES

These courses represent a variant on the above, where you study a number of subjects, all of which are related to a particular theme – such as American studies, environmental studies or media studies.

· SANDWICH COURSES

Here you will have alternating periods of study and related work placements, and almost all of them are to be found in the newer universities, particularly in sciences and business studies. Most such courses take four years to complete, with the work placement normally occupying the third of these years, or else it is divided into two periods of about six months, and allocated to two separate years.

· MODULAR COURSES

In contrast to the more traditional degree courses where examinations are taken at the end of each year (or at the end of each of the two ‘semesters’ that make up the university year), modular courses are broken down into relatively freestanding units or credits covering a very broad range of subjects, and you effectively select your own programme, sometimes after a common first year, and within a framework that will normally prescribe a number of obligatory modules in one or more core subjects. Credits are then built up towards a single, joint or combined honours degree. Modules are usually worth ten or twenty credits, with courses requiring you to acquire 120 credits each year, and 360 in all. This has been described as a ‘supermarket’ arrangement. It is also often possible to study modules and to build up credits at different institutions under the Credit Accumulation and Transfer Scheme (CATS), which enables students to transfer from one university to another (or, indeed, to and from employment). In other words, your credits eventually build up to a full degree, and your successfully completed study at one university is recognised by another.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN COURSES

Courses with the same name or similar name may vary considerably in content from one university to another. There are often subsidiary subjects to be taken in conjunction with the main subject - for example, many mathematics courses have an obligatory statistics component, while some modern languages courses have foundation papers in social science subjects. You should also look particularly carefully at joint honours courses with seemingly identical titles. For example, Business studies with Spanish means that business studies is the major subject and Spanish is the minor subject; business studies and Spanish means that equal time is allocated to each subject. Business studies and Spanish business would be a business course, focusing upon business, and not upon Spanish language or literature. 

Most degree courses take three years to complete, though many extend to four, five or even six years. Courses falling into the latter category include, among others, those in medicine, veterinary science, dentistry and architecture, courses at Scottish universities and at Brunel and Keele universities, a very large number of engineering courses, courses involving some sort of practical training (i.e. most modern languages courses and sandwich courses everywhere) and increasing numbers of courses in applied science, technology and social sciences. The University of Buckingham is an independent and thus fee-paying university; here the courses are for two years only.

Many courses, and particularly those in languages, science, engineering and business studies, offer up to a year of study in another European Union country. Under the SOCRATES-ERASMUS scheme (European Action Scheme for the Mobility of University Students) you may be eligible for financial assistance towards the cost of studying in the European Union for part of your course. There is at least one programme at every UK university, while over two thousand European universities participate in the programme. You should consult the ISCO publication, Socrates-Erasmus: The UK Guide. There are very many other degree courses providing for a year of study in the United States, or in other countries outside the European Union.

Many schools and local careers offices will be subscribers to the ECCTIS  database, which is a national computerised service providing easy access to information on over 300,000 courses at over 300 institutions.

WHAT TO DO AND WHAT NOT TO DO IN CHOOSING COURSES

From the outset it is important to recognise that degree courses are not better than one another, but simply different. The ‘best course’ is really the course that is most suitable for you, and which makes the greatest appeal to you. This also applies to your selection of universities. But you should aim to choose your subjects and your courses before you choose your universities, since it is the height of folly to identify a ‘favourite’ university first and to then go on to pose the question ‘which subject should I pick in order to maximise my chances of getting in here?’.  And, as stressed already, similar sounding courses differ in so many ways, so you must be clear in your mind what exactly will be involved.

The kind of questions you should be asking yourself include:

· Is the course largely theoretical, practical or vocational?

· What kind of teaching is available? Lectures? Seminars? Tutorials? Practicals? How formal or informal? Where is the emphasis?

· How regular are tutorials, seminars and the like? How much contact time with lecturers, tutors or supervisors? How much free study time? To what extent is study clearly directed? 

· What is the balance between lectures, practicals, tutorials, project work, dissertations, team-based exercises and private study?

· How much written work? How much laboratory work? How much project work? What scope exists for fieldwork?

· Is there audio-visual teaching and learning? Computer-based teaching and learning? 

· What library facilities are available? What computer facilities are available? How easy is access to these facilities?

· What is the basis of assessment? How frequent are written examinations? To what extent is there some form of continuous assessment? Does the course involve credit accumulation? What opportunities are there for project work and dissertations, and when?

· What proportion of the course consists of obligatory core examination papers?  How broad is the range of course options? Are these options confined to the main or related degree subject area? How early is there scope for specialisation, and how much specialisation is possible?

· Is the stress on personal intellectual development or rather on participatory group learning?

· Do final examinations give any exemptions from the academic requirements of professional bodies?

· What are the department’s views on a gap year?

· What changes, expansion plans or cutbacks are expected?

Some courses, and especially in science subjects, will involve your attendance in lecture halls, seminar rooms or laboratories for practically the whole of the working day. When you take into account the further time that must be devoted to reading, research and preparation, it will be clear that you will need plenty of stamina. Other courses will make rather fewer formal demands on your time, and here the expectation is that you will be committed to taking responsibility for your learning progress; such courses require considerable self-discipline and self-reliance. Some departments offer a degree of academic monitoring that can go as far as a one to one tutorial; in others, the emphasis upon larger group seminar work allows you to feel less closely watched! You really must assess your own requirements – and temperament – honestly, and be very clear in your mind about the conditions under which you work well. Again, this underlines the need for systematic prior research, since a major reason for students dropping out of university is insufficient knowledge of the content of the course, and of the nature of the demands it is designed to make on the student. Sound degree course choices depend upon a detailed understanding of the differences between the subject content of courses at different universities, together with an appreciation of the style, structure, focus and expectations of the teaching and assessment arrangements. In choosing your courses you should be confident that they match your interests, abilities and plans. There is another important factor too – you must be convinced that you have good prospects of receiving a conditional offer, and this question is considered later in this Guide.

THE SPECIAL CASE OF MEDICAL APPLICATIONS

Medicine is an extremely competitive degree course, with over 14,000 applicants (and 52,000 applications) for some 7,200 places for courses starting in 2004; between 2003 and 2004 the number of applicants rose by about 2,500; the highest applications to places ratios in the early years of this century have been at Southampton, Nottingham and Sheffield – all in excess of 16. The overall number of places available has grown by 60% in seven years , but so also has the number of applicants. Applications rose by 22.2% in 2003. Peninsula (Plymouth & Exeter, admitted its first medical students in 2002, while Brighton & Sussex, Hull/York, East Anglia, Durham (linked to Newcastle), Warwick (linked to Leicester) and Keele (linked to Manchester) were new medical schools for 2003 or 2004 entry. The expansion has been accompanied by the widespread introduction of schemes designed to widen access to medicine to students from non-traditional backgrounds, including pre-medical foundation programmes for students who do not have the normal A Level requirements for entry. At present 74% of successful applicants come from the ABC1 social classes; middle class applicants enjoy a 61% success rate, compared with the 56% rate for working class applicants. The offer at Cambridge is almost always AAA (and here there is a strong preference for applicants to be sitting three science A Levels); all the other 27 universities and London medical schools usually require AAB or ABB. Most stipulate a minimum of two science subjects at A Level (normally Chemistry and Biology), though exceptions include Leeds, Leicester/Warwick, King's College (London), St. George's (London), Newcastle and Southampton, where the requirement is one science subject at A Level (normally Chemistry) and another to at least AS Level. Most places value a contrasting non-science subject at A Level. While offers are invariably made on the basis of three A Levels, several universities and all London schools normally look for 21 ‘units’  - in other words, an A or B grade in a fourth AS Level subject. Entry requirements are, however, subject to regular change, and information can quickly become out of date. All institutions screen the UCAS forms, with those applicants not meeting the specifications appearing in the entry profile almost certain to be rejected; those who overcome this first obstacle then often find themselves completing detailed admissions questionnaires, with responses here having a significant bearing on whether an applicant reaches the interview shortlist. Oxford University sets an entrance test, which usually focuses upon comprehension of a newspaper or journal article, statistical ability and some scientific analysis of a problem or experiment. Cambridge University, in common with a number of other institutions, requires applicants to sit a two hour Bio-Medical Admissions Test (which should be entered for by 30th September), taken at school (on 3rd November 2004), and seeking to test subject knowledge, numeracy, essay skills, data interpretation and aptitude for science. The Test (website www.bmat.org.uk) is also used at a number of other universities. Applicants narrowly missing the terms of their offers are not often admitted to universities or schools; there are seldom any places in the summer in Clearing; candidates re-taking one or more A Levels will have to present a very strong case if their application is to stand a chance of success, while some departments and schools rule out such applicants altogether. An early application via UCAS is absolutely essential, for there is considerable evidence to suggest that early applicants tend to more committed and of better quality; they are certainly more likely to be called for interview and to receive conditional offers. In any event there is a deadline of 15th  October for medical applicants’ forms to reach UCAS (and the same is true of applicants for dentistry, veterinary medicine and veterinary science). Even the very earliest applicants may wait a long time before receiving notification of interviews and decisions; it is far from uncommon for these to be delayed until February or March. Some good candidates are not made offers; rather they are put on waiting lists, which is one reason for the absence of places in Clearing. You are permitted to nominate a maximum of four institutions on your UCAS form. The remaining two choices may be left blank, or else you may make applications in subjects related to medicine, such as pharmacy or pharmacology.

All applicants should try to read the UCAS Student’s Guide to Entry in Medicine, which offers extremely useful information and advice. If you are contemplating an application to read medicine you need to be aware that it is one of the longest courses of study for any degree, and so you should be utterly convinced that this is what you want to do with your working life since, in selecting a medical degree course, you are of course also selecting a future career. A course in medicine is academically, physically and emotionally demanding, and you will need to be particularly robust to be able to deal with setbacks, crises and stress. Following the recommendation of the General Medical Council, medical schools have in recent years made quite radical changes to their courses, with greater integration of the ‘pre-clinical’ and ‘clinical’ programmes, less emphasis upon factual information, and far more time devoted to communication skills and to practical clinical tasks; there is more ‘self-learning’, as well as more group and individual work. All medical schools now put an emphasis on contact with patients as early as possible in the course. Hence there is no ‘facts on a plate’ approach, and instead you will be exposed to problem-based learning, being required to discover quite a lot of information for yourself. You qualify at the end of your fifth year; there are then two pre-registration years of general clinical training, one as a house officer in a general hospital and one of further training for general practice and hospital specialities – a period of very demanding work, very long hours and increasing responsibilities. On successful conclusion of this period application can be made for full registration with the GMC.

Applicants called for interview will face searching questions about their motivation, their work at school and their personal interests. A key issue will be your reasons for wanting to become a doctor, and whether you have the critical personal qualities of compassion, resourcefulness, boundless energy and perseverance that are required. There is greater uniformity in selection policies these days, though individual medical schools might still have somewhat different views about the qualities which make a good medical student and a good doctor. What they are all looking for is unambiguous evidence that you will ultimately be a valuable and successful member of a caring profession. Training a doctor costs about £250,000, and so institutions want the kind of people who will make a success of the course and who will stay in the profession. For your application to stand any chance of success you will need to demonstrate all of the following qualities:

· A clear sense of vocation

· Self-motivation and excellent personal organisation (with evidence from your present work and activities)

· A willingness to learn at all times

· Practical concern for the welfare of others (through, for example, voluntary or charity work)

· Excellent communication and ‘inter-personal’ skills

· Determination, energy, perseverance, resilience, enthusiasm and the ability to make a success of the course; tenacity in pursuit of a result

· A curiosity about the scientific basis of medicine, and some knowledge of strategies for treatment of diseases, and for prevention of illness

· Humanity, compassion and patience

· Originality and initiative; creativity; flexibility

· Honesty, integrity, modesty and a sense of humour

· Evidence that you are a balanced individual, with hobbies and interests that will counter some of the stress

· Leadership skills and an ability to accept responsibility, and to take difficult decisions

· An awareness of current medical and ethical issues (such as abortion, euthanasia, embryology, HIV and AIDS, CJD, and cancer and circulatory diseases)

· An ability to find solutions to problems and the confidence to rise to challenges

· Evidence that you are a team player

· ICT skills (at least at a basic level)

· Excellent physical and mental health

What you write in your UCAS Personal Statement is absolutely critical in the selection process, and you should be working on drafts of it long before you submit your application form. You should remember that it will be read by virtually the only admissions selectors who are recruiting students for a career as well as for a degree course, and so your passion for studying medicine must come across very clearly indeed. You will naturally need to be a gifted scientist, but academic strengths are only part of the picture; good scientists do not always make good doctors. It is vital that you should study carefully the student entry profile published for each course, which outlines the skills and personal qualities that the selectors are looking for. While these profiles naturally have a great deal in common, you should ensure that your Personal Statement comes as close as possible to matching the requirements of your chosen institutions. You must therefore highlight any efforts you have made to discover more about the reality of medical practice, and emphasise any relevant work experience you have had – not simply what, where and when, but how it might have differed from your expectations, what you learned from it, and how it has reinforced your determination to enter the medical profession. You are at a very serious disadvantage if you have neglected to arrange a considerable amount of work experience, and preferably in more than one location or context. There is no doubt that experience of the extended kind is the most useful and the most impressive, since it helps you to discover things about your own character (stamina, maturity, commitment) and represents an acid test of your conviction. The selectors are also looking for information about your interests, hobbies and achievements (both in and out of school), and especially those which demonstrate qualities of teamwork, initiative and concern for others. Evidence of community service, such as voluntary work with the elderly or the handicapped, or involvement in local charity ventures, is often a critical factor. You must also be prepared for the fact that medical students often tend to accumulate heavy debts over the course of their very long education and training – the average debt of medical students is now estimated to be in excess of £20,000.  

A breakdown of applications to medical schools for 2004 entry is given below:

INSTITUTION



APPLICATIONS
PLACES

Aberdeen





1212

162

Birmingham





2750

390

Brighton & Sussex Medical School

1852

135

Bristol






2816

246

Cambridge





1451

280

Dundee





1470

154

East Anglia





 966

130

Edinburgh





2550

218

Glasgow





1637

241

Hull/York Medical School



1694

130

Imperial (London)




2632

326

King’s College (London)



3500

336

Leeds






2606

218

Leicester





1596

162

Liverpool





2522

314

Manchester





3500

396

Newcastle





3462

340

Nottingham





3650

346

Oxford





 919*

150

Peninsula Medical School



1508

167

Queen Mary (London)



2329

265

Sheffield





3530

253

Southampton





3500

240

St. Andrews





**

105

St. George’s Hospital Medical School

1696

185

University College (London)


2426

330

Warwick (graduate entry only)


1089

164

· 2003 figure; 204 undisclosed (*)

· No figure disclosed (**)

THE SPECIAL CASE OF ART AND DESIGN APPLICATIONS

Applications for over 900 art and design degree courses, offered by 67 institutions, are nowadays administered through UCAS, though one year foundation courses still require direct application to the individual institutions. For degree courses there are two ‘routes’ of application – A and B, though some are available only on a Route A basis.  Route A requires applicants to make up to six choices, and the deadline for arrival at UCAS is 15th January (15th October for the Fine Art course at the Ruskin School of Fine Art, Oxford, and a number of others), though application should really be made before the middle of November. If you apply before 1st January for Route A choices then you cannot later put down any Route B choices. If you wish to apply for Route B courses (i.e. you do not use all six of your Route A choices) then you tick the box in Section 3 on the first page of the form indicating that you plan to apply for them later; UCAS then sends you further details nearer the time, and it is also possible to amend your Personal Statement. Route B applications can be made from 1st January, with a deadline of 24th March (UCAS advises application before 4th March). You make up to three choices, and also complete an Interview Preference form; your application is considered in turn by the institutions you have selected, and in the order of preference that you have expressed. You should note that a maximum of six course choices is permitted, and so if all six Route A choices are made, you cannot then submit a further application through Route B. Interviews for Route B applications are held in three rounds – normally from 7th April, 24th May and 12th June.

4.
CHOOSING UNIVERSITIES

THE DANGER OF ASKING THE WRONG QUESTIONS

It is essential that you should apply to universities where you have a realistic chance of being accepted, and where the courses and learning environment that are right for you are available. And it is you who decides what is right for you. 

A question that is asked, and with alarming frequency, is

· Which is the best university for studying subject X or subject Y?  

Sometimes the question posed is even more general!

· What are the best universities?

It is perhaps understandable that students (and their parents) should ask such questions, but they do not have meaningful answers, and reflect a misconceived approach towards university application. The university ‘league tables’ published each year in a number of books and newspapers have a lot to answer for, since they are almost certainly the reason why questions of this kind are asked. In theory, a degree from one university is every bit as good as a degree from another. And it is certainly the case that a first class degree from one university is superior to a third class degree from another institution. It is remarkably dangerous to describe universities as good or poor, since they all have their own objectives, clientele, specialisms, strengths and weaknesses. Universities, and the faculties and departments within them, are also subject to considerable change over time, and particularly where courses and teaching staff are concerned. It is very dangerous to rely upon the accumulated wisdom (and sometimes thinly disguised prejudice) of friends, and even parents and teachers! Much of this wisdom is based on a perception of a university’s reputation, and reputation is often a very unreliable measure of a university’s quality, and certainly of its suitability for each individual applicant. 

Many factors will influence your choice of universities, and it is a process that you should approach objectively, and without preconceived ideas. Teachers and careers personnel will do their best to offer advice, and to answer your questions – but make a point of asking the right questions! Do your research first, form an ‘action plan’ and then ask specific questions. One obvious question is to ask your teachers to give you an honest appraisal of your likely A Level grades, since these will in large part determine the range of universities to which you can sensibly apply. Ask advisers also whether they consider you would enjoy and be suited to a particular course and a particular method of teaching; be ready to describe the research you have done in some detail, and in particular how the particular course approaches the subject or subjects, together with the various options that it offers. There is virtue in visiting universities on Open Days, and particularly where these days are organised by subject faculties or departments, since this will provide you with an opportunity to talk with academic staff and with current students. The value of the exercise varies from place to place, and you are advised to select your target Open Days very carefully. Remember that repeated absence from school will probably disrupt your studies and might therefore jeopardise your chances of achieving the grades you will need to meet the conditions of any offer you eventually receive!  University prospectuses (and, where they exist, the ‘alternative prospectuses’ produced by students) and videos should be studied very closely. Official prospectuses are certainly informative, though you should bear in mind that they are often also glossy exercises in marketing. The alternative prospectuses sometimes produced by students are invariably readable, though they can be highly subjective, and should probably be treated with caution. Nowadays, a mine of information (often including ‘virtual reality’ tours) is available on university websites, and access is almost always available by inserting the name of the university between www and ac.uk; alternatively, the UCAS website has links to all universities. 

USING THE UCAS WEBSITE

The UCAS website can be accessed at www.ucas.com – it provides detailed instructions and guidance on every aspect of the applications process, as well as a wealth of valuable information in the shape of an online directory (which is updated daily), a course search facility, an ‘advice centre’, and links to all the university and college websites. Logging on will take you to a home page offering alternative ways of starting your research. You can use ‘Course Search’, which allows you to select the subject that you wish to research. Click on the subject, and choose from the options of a single subject, a combination with any other possible subjects, or a particular subject that you would like to combine with your main choice. Follow instructions on successive screens to register choices of subject or subject combinations, course levels, preferred part of the country, and the qualifications you have currently or expect to have when results are published. This will provide you with a list of possible courses. In order to learn more about the listed universities and colleges, and about their courses, click on the course title for details of the qualifications and grades or points needed for entry. Click on the university or college for screens of information including various accommodation types and costs, open days and student numbers.

Another feature available on the website is ENTRY PROFILES – click on the ‘in depth’ information button (or its equivalent) for the tables of key skills and personal qualities that are required or recommended for the particular course. Most university departments are now providing detailed information on the criteria that are used to select applicants, and over and above the subject and examination grade requirements. These entry profiles explain how a department judges an application form, offer information on teaching and assessment methods, and outline the particular qualities and skills that applicants should possess (and should be able to demonstrate) if their application is to have a good chance of success. Such skills and qualities might include, among other considerations, specific work experience, verbal and written communication skills, numeracy, ICT competence and experience, organisational ability or evidence of being a ‘team player’, with much naturally depending on the objectives and nature of the course in question. Remember that modern degree programmes are designed to produce graduates who can develop self-discipline, who plan their workload effectively, and who are able to work under pressure and to meet deadlines.

THE NON-ACADEMIC CONSIDERATIONS













 Once you have narrowed down your prospective degree course choices to a manageable list, you should start to explore the other features of the individual universities that will have a bearing on your final selection. You will want to investigate and to consider factors such as:

· Location. Which part of the country would you prefer to study in, or does it not matter? How far from home do you want to be? To what extent do cost considerations enter into the argument? Would you like to study at a university located in the heart of a major city? Or at a university with a campus on the edge of a town? Or in ancient buildings in a small city? Or in a rural location? Or are you planning to live at home while at university? (Note that degree courses at the same university often have different site locations, which may sometimes be some way from the main centre).

· Size and Facilities.  What sort of sports, cultural or social facilities are you looking for, and to what extent are these provided by the university? Remember also that university life is generally socially intense and exposed. Are you a good mixer who will thrive in the relatively closed community of a smaller university or collegiate unit which might be in a fairly remote location, and which can easily tend to create its own world? Or would you prefer to be part of a larger and wider community which is not exclusively focused upon the university, and which therefore offers you a second, and rather different world? Students seeking a fairly intimate environment are unlikely to apply to the major civic universities, while those who yearn for the big city ‘scene’ might not be at home in universities in smaller towns or on greenfield sites.

· Accommodation. A critical factor in many a decision, not least because of considerations of cost. What does each university offer, and is it the same from year to year? Would you be happy in a purpose-built hall of residence, with all facilities provided on site? Or are you more suited to living in a self-catering residence, or in university approved lodgings, or in a flat, or in a bed-sitter? Are you likely to want to share? Are your accommodation preferences likely to change as you move through university? How much travelling between your accommodation and the university are you prepared to do and to pay for? Are you likely to need to find part-time work during term time to supplement your income?

A POSSIBLE CLASSIFICATION OF UNIVERSITIES

Every university has a distinct character of its own. Some are very large and cosmopolitan, while others are much smaller and more intimate. Some are to be found in or near the centres of big towns or cities, and therefore tend to have a strongly urban character. Others are located in the suburbs or in the countryside. Some have buildings scattered around a town centre, while others are concentrated on a single site or campus. Some campuses are very central and often rather tightly packed; others are out of town, self contained and pleasantly landscaped. For some southern students who might sometimes wonder whether there is life north of Watford, the rewards of crossing the ‘north-south divide’ are very considerable! Many have discovered for themselves the energy generated by the great regional centres of the north, with their strong sense of identity, their civic pride, their humour and their warmth. Wherever you choose to apply, you must in the final analysis select universities which will suit you best, and which offer the sort of environment and range of activities that you know are right for you.

Universities can be very broadly categorised as follows:

· CIVIC UNIVERSITIES

Universities that are in or near the centre of a large city. Halls of residence are often some distance from the university, and are separate and invariably lively communities in their own right. BRISTOL, LEEDS, LIVERPOOL, MANCHESTER (which has now merged with UMIST), NEWCASTLE, and SHEFFIELD fall into this category.

· CITY CAMPUS UNIVERSITIES

Universities that are located just outside cities or towns, with sites containing both academic departments and a significant amount of residential accommodation. BIRMINGHAM, EXETER, HULL (accommodation further out), LEICESTER (accommodation further out), NOTTINGHAM, READING, and SOUTHAMPTON (scattered halls of residence) fall into this category.

· ‘GREENFIELD’ CAMPUS UNIVERSITIES

Most of these universities date from the 1960s, and were created as self-contained academic and residential units. EAST ANGLIA, ESSEX, KEELE, LANCASTER, SUSSEX, WARWICK, and YORK fall into this category.

· ‘TECHNOLOGICAL’ UNIVERSITIES

These universities, with their hi-tech and purpose-built modern campuses, developed out of former technical colleges, and tend to specialise in courses with a strong technological or practical flavour, reflecting their particularly close links with industry. ASTON, BATH, BRADFORD, BRUNEL, CITY, LOUGHBOROUGH, SALFORD, and SURREY (with Roehampton)  fall into this category.

· COLLEGIATE UNIVERSITIES

Accommodation is in individual colleges which, to a greater or lesser extent, also provide a focus for academic and social activities.

CAMBRIDGE, DURHAM, KENT, LONDON, and OXFORD fall into this category.

25 of the 31 Cambridge colleges admit undergraduates, of which New Hall and Newnham admit only women. Application is to an individual college, though it is also possible to make an Open Application.

13 colleges at Durham admit undergraduates, of which St. Mary’s admits only women. Applicants may specify a college on their UCAS form. There is also a campus at Stockton, which is part of the university.

There are four colleges at Kent, though application is to the university.

London University has a federal structure, and application is to an individual college or school. Undergraduate courses are available at Goldsmiths, Heythrop, Imperial, King’s College (KCL), Queen Mary, Royal Holloway, the Royal Veterinary College, St. George’s Hospital Medical School, the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), the School of Pharmacy, and University College (UCL).

The 30 colleges at Oxford University admit undergraduates, of which St. Hilda’s admits (at least at present) only women. Application is to an individual college, though it is also possible to make an Open Application.

· SCOTTISH UNIVERSITIES

Scottish universities offer four year courses. They are unusual in that admission is to a faculty rather than a department, while the fairly open structure of most degree courses is designed to provide a considerable degree of flexibility in choice of options, though medicine, law and divinity are generally exceptions. As students are generally not admitted to honours degree courses until the end of their second year, they are able to sample a wide variety of subject disciplines before coming to a final decision. The ‘traditional’ Scottish universities are Aberdeen, Dundee, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Heriot-Watt (Edinburgh), St. Andrews, Stirling, and Strathclyde.

· WELSH UNIVERSITIES

The University of Wales has a federal structure, with application made to the individual institutions. The University of Wales is made up of Aberystwyth, Bangor, Cardiff, Lampeter, Swansea, Cardiff Institute, Newport and Wales College of Medicine.

· NORTHERN IRISH UNIVERSITIES

The Queen’s University, Belfast and Ulster

· ‘NEWER’ UNIVERSITIES

The former polytechnics became universities in their own right in 1992, and all award their own degrees, and offer the full range of courses, both vocational and non-vocational, at both degree and diploma level. Many resulted from the merger of several former colleges, and most are spread across a number of campuses. In 2004 the ‘new’ universities are: Abertay (Dundee), Anglia Polytechnic, Bournemouth, Brighton, Central England (Birmingham), Central Lancashire (Preston), CCC (Falmouth), Coventry, De Montfort, Derby, East London, Glamorgan, Glasgow Caledonian, Gloucestershire, Greenwich, Hertfordshire, Huddersfield, Kingston, Leeds Metropolitan, Lincoln, Liverpool John Moores, London Metropolitan, Luton, Manchester Metropolitan, Middlesex, Napier (Edinburgh), Northumbria (Newcastle), Nottingham Trent, Oxford Brookes, Paisley, Plymouth, Portsmouth, Queen Margaret, Robert Gordon (Aberdeen), Sheffield Hallam, South Bank, Staffordshire, Sunderland, Teesside (Middlesbrough), Thames Valley, West of England (Bristol), Westminster and Wolverhampton.

There are many other institutions offering degree, diploma or other courses to which application is made via UCAS, including university colleges, colleges and institutes of higher education, and specialist agricultural colleges, art colleges, and colleges of dance, drama, music and speech. They are beyond the scope of this Guide; all publish prospectuses and are listed in the UCAS Directory. 

5.      UNIVERSITY DEPARTMENTS AND THEIR OFFERS

HOW THE CONDITIONAL OFFERS ARE DETERMINED

Universities are legally bound to admit all applicants who have accepted a conditional offer and who have satisfied the terms stipulated in that offer. All universities and university departments have a student entry target for the following academic year, and admissions officers want to meet that target by recruiting the best students they can find. In recent years they have not been permitted to overshoot this target, while at the same time they must avoid undershooting, since a low student intake raises questions about the longer term viability of courses. The Government has now abolished the system where financial penalties were imposed on universities that exceeded or fell short of their admissions targets by more than 1%. Admissions officers, like students, face uncertainty. They might make offers to students who decide eventually to go elsewhere, or who withdraw from UCAS altogether during the confirmation period in August. In some cases students will not achieve the grades or tariff points set in their offers. In general, university departments have tended to compromise between two approaches:

· They adopt a standard offer (based on A Level grades or tariff points) and make that offer to a large number of applicants. Examination results then do most of the selecting for them; these act as a rationing device. If the number of applicants increases, then the entry conditions are raised so that the number of qualifiers falls. The reverse applies where there is a fall in the number of applicants. Hence a ‘standard offer’ represents an assessment of the current strength of the ‘market’, and is based on past experience of the popularity of the course, on the department’s status in the overall market and on the proportion of applicants to whom offers are made who are likely to accept.

· Selection is based to a much greater extent on interviews (and school references), with lower grade or tariff offers made to a smaller number of good quality applicants, with a view to enticing them away from other universities, or to applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds. Other applicants might receive rather stiffer offers wherever there are nagging doubts about motivation, or – and increasingly for many Russell Group universities – where they have been educated in the independent sector. It has also become increasingly common for university departments to specify a particular grade in a specific subject (usually the subject that the applicant plans to study at university) as part of the conditional offer. 

There is plenty of evidence to suggest that departments have become increasingly tactical in their admissions policy, and especially in their decisions about standard offers, which are rapidly becoming less common. Where standard offers exist they are essentially a control mechanism, designed to attract the ‘right’ applicants in the ‘right’ numbers, and to give the selectors a measure of choice. In many cases offers are made only to applicants who are clearly likely (and predicted) to achieve grades or tariff points some way in excess of the offer conditions. Many applicants for the more popular courses at the more popular universities will find themselves on the receiving end of rejections even though their teachers’ forecasts of their performance in examinations that appear in their references are at least as high as those published in any standard offer, and sometimes higher. Some departments are reluctant to pitch an offer too high for fear of deterring able applicants, yet the same applies to offers that are viewed as suspiciously low! Moreover, you should not be surprised if you discover that friends in your own school or in another school have received different conditional offers for the same course!

You must of course ensure that you are eligible to receive an offer. University departments publish information about the examination qualifications you need in order to be considered for admission to a particular course. In addition to matriculation requirements (usually expressed in terms of GCSE passes, and often at particular levels), many degree courses require you to be studying specific A Level (and, on occasions, AS Level) subjects or combinations of subjects. Access to this information (and to qualifications other than A Level grades that will be accepted) is available on any university website or in any prospectus, while an annual compendium of all such requirements is published by UCAS in the shape of The Official UCAS University and College Entrance Guide – usually published in May, and available both on CD-ROM and in book form.   

WHAT ARE THE SELECTORS LOOKING FOR?

Every university department has its own emphasis, but the basic considerations that will determine whether you are likely to receive a conditional offer are:

· Your academic track record.  The quality and range of your GCSE results, and the time taken to achieve them. There is mounting evidence that applicants without A grades in GCSE English and Mathematics are at a severe disadvantage when applying for the most competitive courses at the most competitive universities. Your results in any AS Level modules already taken. The latter provide the most recent evidence of your academic ability and might have a considerable bearing on the decision to make you an offer. Unless you have elected to have your AS results certificated, they will not appear on your UCAS form, though clearly your prospects of receiving an offer are strengthened if reference to excellent AS results can be made in either your Personal Statement or your Open Reference. 

· Your current progress in A Level subjects (or their equivalent). In large part this will be reflected in the grade forecasts that will appear in your school’s reference, and might well influence any conditional offer that you are made. In some cases the combination of A Level subjects that you are studying might be a significant factor. An offer of, say, ABB is equivalent to 320 tariff points (see later), while an offer of, say, CCC is equivalent to 240 tariff points.

· Your intellectual potential. This may be assessed through what you write in your UCAS Personal Statement, or through what appears in your school’s reference or, where appropriate, at interview. Selectors are looking for clues to your motivation and for indications that you are well equipped to make a success of the course, and of the patterns of study that accompany it.

· Your performance at interview wherever this is part of the selection process. The issue here is whether you are able to offer evidence that you have done more than simply absorb passively what you have been taught, and therefore whether you can demonstrate that you have a mind of your own.

· Your personal qualities – such as powers of expression, independence of mind, commitment to study and sense of purpose, ability to stick at a task and responsibility for your own performance and learning progress.

· Evidence of skills that you have acquired and developed, as outlined in the course profile. University departments are increasingly required to respond effectively to a rapidly changing economic environment, characterised by shifting work patterns, multiple career moves, working methods led by new technology, and a growing demand for ‘lifelong’ personal and professional development. This means that they have to ensure that their graduates are adaptable, and capable of applying their knowledge in a variety of situations. They are also looking for ‘teachable’ students who are able to offer evidence that they are equipped with higher level skills in communication, numeracy, information technology, group working and problem analysis, and who possess social and community awareness.

· Relevant work experience.

· Your likely contribution to life at university. Again your UCAS Personal Statement is the most obvious basis of assessment, while a convincing performance in any interview can certainly assist a borderline applicant. You should focus upon offering evidence of enthusiasm for, and commitment to your extra-curricular activities, interests and hobbies, and at all costs avoiding lengthy shopping lists of activities (‘music, reading, travel, sport’, etc.) in which you have simply dabbled. 

· An assessment of the likelihood of your taking up any place that is offered.

· The record of your school, expressed in terms of average A Level points and history of sending students to university, and the area in which you live (see Section 8 of this Guide).

In summary, the selectors are looking for highly motivated and organised students who have the academic track record and the intellectual potential to make a success of their studies, and who will make a significant contribution to university life beyond the lecture hall or tutorial session. Above all else, they want students who will be active participants and who are determined to benefit from, and to enjoy their time at university.

OFFERS, GRADES AND THE UCAS TARIFF

All universities stated that they welcomed the opportunities for greater breadth and depth of study arising out of the ‘Curriculum 2000’ reforms – i.e. the post–16 education curriculum changes introduced in September 2000, and which have since been subject to minor modification. These changes have of course had an influence on the admissions policies of universities. Most applicants are sitting AS Level papers at school, often at the end of their first year in the sixth form, and performance in this examination is one of the factors that at least some university departments take into account when deciding on conditional offers. The statement issued by Edinburgh University is certainly typical of the more competitive universities – ‘AS results alone will not be relied on as a predictor of A Level performance, but will be part of the evidence on which decisions on conditional offers will be based’. Many of these more traditional universities have continued to make offers in terms of grades to be achieved in three A Level subjects, and it is very rare for applicants sitting four A Levels to be asked to achieve specified grades in all four, though the department might attach more weight to performance in one (or more) of the subjects, and might therefore specify that particular grades must be achieved in this (or these) subjects.  For the more competitive courses at the most popular universities, an applicant studying four subjects and predicted A grades across the board in the school’s reference might possibly be at some advantage in the selection process, though this is by no means gospel. 

A growing number of departments, and particularly those in many of the newer universities, are making offers based on the UCAS tariff system, either instead of the more conventional grade requirements, or as an acceptable alternative to them. About half of all university offers are now expressed in terms of the tariff. The tariff system allocates points for different levels of performance in a variety of public examinations, and enables applicants to aggregate points scores from a number of different qualifications, including Advanced GNVQ and Key Skills. Under this arrangement, a grade A at A Level (for what is called a six unit award) is allocated 120 points; B equals 100; C equals 80; D equals 60; E equals 40. Grades ABCDE at AS Level (three unit awards) are worth 60, 50, 40, 30 and 20 points respectively, though there is no double counting if the applicant has continued an AS subject to the full A Level, even if the final A Level grade is lower than the earlier AS Level grade. Advanced GNVQ subjects are twelve unit awards, and so here an A grade counts as 240 points, with B, C, D and E grades scoring 200, 160, 120 and 80 tariff points respectively. A single Key Skills unit at Level 4 earns 30 tariff points, while an A at Level 3 collects 20 points.  Full details of the tariff are published in the advice to applicants published by UCAS and on its website. Some university departments, however, continue to express their offers only in terms of the familiar A Level grades rather than on the basis of a tariff points target that can be reached through any qualifications route.

TACTICAL AND STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS

Before you make your course choices you are strongly advised to try to find out in each case whether or not: 

· The department uses interviews as part of the selection process

· The department generally accepts equivalent points scores (for example, is an applicant with a BBB offer likely to be admitted on ABC?)

· The department often accepts applicants who marginally fall short of their offers (for example, is an applicant with a BBB offer likely to be admitted on BBC?)

· The department varies any standard offers for particularly strong, more marginal or ‘disadvantaged’ applicants

· The department tends to discriminate against applicants who have re-taken, or who are proposing to re-take an A Level subject or individual AS modules

· The department makes any significant use of Clearing in August and September

A vast amount of useful information can be found in the annual publication, Degree Course Offers (Brian Heap; Trotman Publications). This volume, which should be read in conjunction with the same author’s Choosing Your Degree Course and University lists the typical conditional offers  (in terms of grades and, where appropriate, tariff points) made for each course. It gives details of departments using interviews as part of the selection process and examples of interview questions. You will also find information from the previous year’s cycle of applications and offers by course, as well as institutions that entered the clearing system.

The above are essentially tactical considerations. But there are still more vital strategic considerations.

· Apply early. Many departments make early decisions and, even where they do not, early applications advertise the strength of your convictions. It is less likely that you will receive an offer if the department is processing applications as they arrive and then making a decision shortly afterwards, since it will eventually reach the equivalent of a quota. This advice is particularly important for applicants in medicine and related subjects, law, psychology, economics, history, English, business studies, drama and media studies, though it is applicable to any subject at more popular and competitive universities.

· Each of your course choices should normally be in the same subject or in closely related subjects. A mixture of subjects suggests uncertainty and lack of conviction. It is, however, perfectly acceptable to apply for single subject courses at some institutions and for joint or combined courses at others, so long as there is a common subject theme across the choices.

· Do not assume that high grade or tariff offers are necessarily an indication of a ‘good’ course. They might or might not be. In large part they reflect the popularity of a course, and the popularity of the university. The relationship between course quality and popularity is a complex one, since the latter is not always based on academic considerations; it may owe as least as much to the reputation of the university. In this context, detailed research, as well as personal discussions with teaching staff and students currently at the university, will enable you to make a more informed judgement.

· The higher the offers a department is making the more popular is the course, and the greater is the possibility that your application will be rejected. The less academically distinguished you are as an applicant the less you can afford to make ‘wasted’ applications. The more popular your chosen subject the greater the danger of a ‘wasted’ application. Some applicants find themselves in Clearing in August because they made an inappropriate and unrealistic selection of courses, which resulted in their receiving no conditional offers at all.

· Before you decide on your course choices you must consult your teachers and careers advisers for a realistic assessment of your academic prospects. An estimate of your likely examination grades will be included in the school’s reference that appears on your UCAS form. While most referees naturally tend to present an optimistic picture, universities know from previous experience that some schools have a tendency to make grade predictions that turn out to be higher than the grades actually achieved, and they therefore compare these forecasts with your results in examinations sat at an earlier date. This has a very significant bearing on your chances of receiving a conditional offer. Ambition is certainly a virtue, but flying in the face of reality is not!  If there is an obvious gap between your performance to date (and the likely outcome of A Level examinations) and the grades or points normally required for the most popular courses at the most competitive universities, you are advised to avoid applying to most such institutions.

· An application form listing up to six very competitive and elite universities is potentially very risky, even for very strong students. The risk has, if anything, increased since 2003, when UCAS introduced a ‘blind’ application arrangement whereby universities cannot see or discover which other universities an applicant has chosen. Nevertheless, it is far from unknown for even very accomplished students to be rejected by one or even all of their universities, and simply on the basis of the intensity of the competition. If, for example, you are applying for arts or humanities based degree courses (and especially where deferred entry is involved) think very carefully before selecting courses at all of, say, Bristol, Durham, Edinburgh, Nottingham, UCL and Warwick! 

· If you and your teachers feel that you are likely to achieve BBC or below at A Level then there is a very strong case for using all six of your UCAS choices, and for selecting a fairly wide range of universities, including at least some of the newer universities. You might plan to do this is in any event, being attracted to the specific features of the courses on offer, but there are good strategic reasons for it too. Departments making lower grade or tariff offers represent a more realistic target for many, and especially where the subject is particularly popular, such as law, business studies, history or English.

· You should note that the ‘standard offers’ published by departments and in the various guidebooks are based on previous, albeit recent experience. All departments reserve the right to make offers to individual applicants that are higher or lower than the ‘standard’, while the standard itself might change if there is an unexpected increase or decrease in the number of applications for a particular course. Above all, it is vital to remember that any standard offer is not in any sense a ‘contract’ – there is no guarantee whatever that a department will make an offer to an applicant even if his or her forecast grades meet or exceed the published standard offer.

· Look very closely at the Entry Profile information for the courses at your chosen universities. The UCAS website provides a list of the institutions providing such profile information; all online profiles can be found in the UCAS course search. The green information symbol next to the course title indicates that it has a complete entry profile; courses without this symbol have qualification details only. Profiles give detailed guidance to learners as early as Year 11, allowing them to tailor their post -16 study precisely to their higher education needs. They aim to make the criteria for entry much clearer.

· Most universities nowadays offer very flexible courses, often with a very broad range of option papers after the first year of study. In normal circumstances, however, it is remarkably difficult to change degree courses during or after the first year. You must also understand that there is no such thing as a ‘tactical application’ – in other words, applying to a competitive university to read a fairly unpopular subject (such as Classics) requiring fairly low entry grades or points and then, having secured an offer and accepted a place, asking to switch to another subject (such as Law) demanding much higher entry grades or points!

· Both the content and presentation of your UCAS Personal Statement are extremely important, for it is here that you describe any particular flair, talents and interests that you have, and this is usually the only opportunity that you will have to ‘sell yourself’. It is always far more convincing to write several lines about a small number of qualities and interests than to try to cram in a dozen or more activities with which you have no more than a passing acquaintance. It is highly likely that your Personal Statement will go through several drafts before it finally appears on your application form, and further guidance on how to write Personal Statements can be found in Section 7 of this Guide.

· UCAS allows you to accept two offers – a firm or main offer and an insurance offer. For students who have applied by the advisory closing date of 15th January, the deadline for universities to make and notify their decisions is normally 31st March, and applicants are then required to inform UCAS of their choice of firm and insurance offers by 26th April, though it is possible that UCAS might specify a different date in individual circumstances if, for example, some university decisions have for any reason been delayed. The question of which offers to accept is often a difficult one for applicants who have received more than two. In general students are likely to accept the offers made by those universities to which they most want to go, though you should think very carefully (and particularly about your likely A Level grades) before rejecting your lowest offers. It is often sensible practice to have an insurance offer that is rather lower than the main offer, though this is of course not possible whenever all the offers received stipulate identical conditions. You must seek advice from teachers and careers advisers before making your final decision. If your strategy backfires (or if you change your mind about what you want to study) you do always have the option of withdrawing altogether from UCAS in the summer when you know your results, and of making a new application in the next cycle, when you can start from scratch. This does of course necessitate a gap year after leaving school, which might not have been envisaged in your original planning. This is of particular significance in 2004, when applicants finding themselves taking an unexpected gap year will be required to pay top-up tuition fees of up to £3,000 a year when they finally enter university in 2006.

6.
MAKING YOUR APPLICATION  

THE ROLE OF UCAS AND THE APPLICATION FORM

Every school will have its own internal system for the administration and processing of UCAS applications. You are strongly advised to ensure that you are familiar with your school’s UCAS arrangements and with all the documentation issued by UCAS, to listen carefully to all the professional advice on offer, to do everything that is asked of you, and to meet all internal deadlines. Your school will also decide whether applications are made on paper or, as is now the case in most schools, electronically. The Electronic Application System (EAS) is a CD-based application system that can be used in schools or colleges that have installed the dedicated software. The advantage of electronic application is that errors in completing the form are immediately identified, while the completed form is transmitted by UCAS to the universities within a few days of receipt. UCAS also offers apply, which is a secure, web-based, online application system that allows students to complete and send their application form directly from the UCAS website; it can be used in schools and colleges with access to the internet.

UCAS has recently introduced a UCAS card, which provides aspiring university applicants with ready access to a wealth of information about higher education. UCAS sends an information pack to schools’ careers advisors, and students should contact them for information about registering for the Card and about how it can be used. Cardholders receive specifically targeted information designed to assist in making course choices, regular e-mails with current information about application procedures, copies of the You Can magazine, and fast track use of the UCAS online applications service, apply.

You may nominate up to six universities or colleges on your UCAS form, and it is not possible to state an order of preference. The order is essentially alphabetical, and is determined by university code numbers. You will find all the university and course codes in the UCAS Directory (on CD-ROM), and on the UCAS website. You may apply for more than one course at a university, with each counting as a separate choice. Applicants for medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine and veterinary science are confined to a maximum of four course choices in each of these subjects, though they have the option of making two further choices in a related subject. You must ensure that you are qualified to apply for each of the courses – look at the various university websites and check with the University and College Entrance Official Guide, published each year by UCAS. UCAS charges a fee for application (it was £15 in 2003/4 for entry in 2004 and £5 for students applying to only one university); your school will inform you of the arrangements for payment. If you are making a paper application, note that you are not permitted to detach the two halves of the form, to attach extra sheets to your form or to stick or staple additional or replacement sheets on to your form; neither may you use correction fluid if you make a mistake.

It is almost certain that someone in your school will have responsibility for checking the accuracy of what you have entered on your UCAS form, as well as ensuring that you have completed every section. You should of course also do this for yourself before submitting it; many schools will have a ‘trial’ or ‘dummy’ form arrangement allowing you to practise and to get it absolutely right before you transfer all the details to your UCAS form. It is always worthwhile photocopying several copies of the form so that you are able to use them for the purpose of practice; in some schools this might be done for you. Ensure that everything you include is truthful, and consult at every stage the UCAS Directory and the accompanying ‘How To Apply’ guide for applicants. One of the most difficult parts of the form to complete is Section 7A (Qualifications Completed) – a very large range of qualifications is available in the UK (including many of a vocational nature, Key Skills, free-standing units and qualifications obtained in Scotland), and so you must seek advice and assistance from those at your school with responsibility for UCAS applications to ensure that you have access to, and have entered all the correct information. 

ERRORS ON UCAS FORMS TO BE AVOIDED

Some of the more common errors made on paper forms are identified below; the references to Sections of the application form are based on its format at the time of writing (2004), though it might well be subject to some modification in subsequent years. The information required is unlikely to change significantly, and so you should ensure that you have not committed any of the following errors! A major advantage of electronic application is that most of the errors will be highlighted as you complete the form.

· Failing to read ‘How To Apply’, published by UCAS.

· Failing to complete the form in the required black ink if it is handwritten.

· Failing to complete the first side of the firm in block capitals.

· Failing to enter your correct date of birth in Section 1 (many applicants for some unaccountable reason enter the present year instead of the year of their birth!).

· Giving the wrong age at the time you will be entering higher education in Section 1 (on the form, you are required to calculate your age in years and months on the following 1st September).

· Failing to complete all the details required in Section 2, and in particular Student Support (finance) Arrangements, and fee, residential category and disability/special needs codes (all of which can be found in ‘How To Apply’ issued by UCAS).
· Entering incompatible information in Sections 1 and 2 – this most commonly occurs with Postal Address in Section 1 and Area of permanent residence, Fee code and Residential category code in Section 2.

· Failing to enter the Area of permanent residence in Section 2 (normally, your county, London borough or country if not England or Wales).

· Entering the institution choices in Section 3 columns A and B in the wrong order – the common error is to enter them in your order of preference rather than the required UCAS Directory code order.

· Entering the full names of institutions rather than their code names in Section 3 column A.

· Entering inaccurate institution and course codes in Section 3 columns B and C.

· Failing to enter campus codes in column D in Section 3 where these are required in the instructions given in the UCAS Directory.

· Entering the full name of the course title in Section 3 column E rather than the short form as given in the UCAS Directory.

· Failing to enter in column F of Section 3 the further details of courses (usually options that have to be identified in advance) as given in the UCAS Directory.

· Failing to fill in column J in Section 3 to indicate that the application is for deferred entry.

· Applying for deferred entry to courses in Section 3 where the department in question does not accept deferred entry applications, or where such an application will place you at a disadvantage.

· Selecting a range of courses that appear to have little or no connection or common theme.

· Failing to provide full (or any) details of secondary education in Section 4.

· Failing to enter the information required in Section 6 (it has no bearing on the outcome of your application) which is used by UCAS for statistical purposes.

· Failing to enter the school or college’s examination centre number at the head of Sections 7A and 7B.

· Failing to enter the name of your school (including any previous school where you sat relevant examinations) at the head of Section 7A.

· Failing to enter the name and address of your school at the head of Section 7B.

· Failing to enter academic qualifications in chronological order in Section 7A.

· Failing to enter the appropriate awarding bodies (all of which have standard abbreviations) in Sections 7A and 7B.

· Failing to enter the level (GCSE, AS, A, etc.) at which examinations have been passed (Section 7A) or at which they will be sat in the future (Section 7B).

· Failing to complete Section 8, which refers to any special needs or support you might have while at university or college.

· Trying to cram far too much into the Personal Statement in Section 10.

· Failing to enter a cross in Section 11 if you have a Record of Achievement or Progress File.

· Failing to sign and to date the declaration in Section 12.

· Failing to attach the stamped acknowledgement card to the form, or to provide the required application fee in those cases where your school does not deal with this aspect of the application.

· Note that in Section 7A only certificated qualifications should be entered. Individual AS and A Level units (modules) are not qualifications, and so must not be entered. You may of course make reference to your AS Level achievements in your Personal Statement. You may therefore enter AS Level results in Section 7A only if they were certificated at the end of Year 12 (Lower Sixth).

WHAT HAPPENS TO YOUR UCAS FORM

You can only submit one UCAS form in each year’s applications cycle. The earlier you complete your UCAS form the better – UCAS itself declares that ‘there are definite advantages in applying early’ in its Parents’ Guide to Higher Education. The opening date for receiving applications is 1st September, which is before most school terms begin. When your form is received UCAS will confirm receipt by returning your acknowledgement card. UCAS will then check and process your form, sending a reduced size photocopy of it to each of your chosen universities and colleges; each will have only the details of the course(s) you have applied for at that institution. You will be sent a summary of your course choices, a leaflet called Advice for Applicants and a unique applicant serial number; this may take up to four weeks. Universities and colleges will guarantee to consider your application if UCAS receives your form by the deadline of 15th January. Forms received at UCAS in September or October often receive more detailed consideration from university departments, while some of your offers might arrive before many of your friends have even submitted their forms, and certainly long before the advisory closing date for applications of 15th January. You should note that in a typical year well over half the forms are received at UCAS in the final six weeks; the inevitable log-jam coincides with the Christmas period and with university vacations!

Each of your chosen universities or colleges (in its own time) considers the application and decides whether to make you an offer, informing UCAS of its decision; UCAS then notifies you. If UCAS receives your application form by 15th January you can expect a final decision by May. Practically all offers will be conditional upon your achieving a specified level of performance in A Level (or equivalent) examinations; some decisions may also be conditional upon interview. If a university wishes to interview you it will almost always notify you directly. In some cases (and often at the more competitive universities) you might not receive the decision until March or even April. You may telephone UCAS for details of the progress of your applications (01242 227788) but a better bet is to use the UCAS Tracking Service by accessing your personal file which enables you to monitor the progress of your applications. UCAS will have allocated you a pin number (password) which enables you to do this at any time. You can check your records on line at any time to see whether you have received any offers. If a university reply is showing as Unsuccessful on the Applicant Web Enquiry service (or R on your AS4R UCAS letter) then you have been rejected. Note that if you are rejected by a university there is no appeal mechanism whereby it can be invited to alter its decision. Neither are universities required to offer reasons for rejecting applicants, and in most cases they do not.

You are not required to accept or reject the decisions made by universities as they arrive. When the final university has made its decision, UCAS will send you a summary of all decisions and will give you a deadline for returning the reply slip (which it will provide) on which you indicate which conditional offers you wish to hold. Where the last decision was received by 31st March, the deadline is normally 28th April. Where the last decision was received by 10th May, the deadline is normally 7th June. Where the last decision was received by 18th  June, the deadline is normally 7th July. Where the last decision was received by 23rd July, the deadline is normally 9th August. You should note that a failure to meet these deadlines on your part might lead to UCAS declining all offers on your behalf. You are allowed to hold a maximum of two offers – a MAIN (FIRM) OFFER and an INSURANCE OFFER. It is not advisable to firmly accept any offer unless you are absolutely certain that it is the university you want to go to. You are free to decline any offer before you have received all the universities’ decisions, though such a decision is then irreversible. Students are now able to accept or reject offers on line, while between 18th March and 30th June the UCAS ‘EXTRA’ arrangement becomes operational. This allows you to make additional course choices, one at a time; the courses available are highlighted on the Course Search service on the UCAS website, or you can contact universities direct. You are eligible for EXTRA if you have received rejections from all six of your choices, if you have cancelled your outstanding choices and hold no offers, or if you have received replies from all six choices and have declined all offers made to you. When UCAS writes to you with your final decision letter it notifies you if you are eligible for EXTRA. You then have the option of online access to EXTRA and application via the Applicants Enquiries Service (ucastrack) on the UCAS website, or through a paper-based Extra Passport (with a unique number), which resembles a Clearing Entry Form. Either way you select your first additional course; UCAS gives universities fifteen days to consider your EXTRA application. They send their decision to UCAS, and UCAS notifies you. If you accept a conditional offer then you are ‘placed’ and take no further part in EXTRA. If you do not receive an offer, or turn down the offer, you are given further opportunities to use EXTRA, time permitting. Conditional offers made through EXTRA are treated in the same way as other conditional offers when your examination results come through in August. The advantage of EXTRA is that it gives you an opportunity to re-think your university aspirations, either because you have had a change of heart over degree subject, or else because your earlier choice of universities has turned out to be over-ambitious.

CONDITIONAL OFFERS AND THE CONFIRMATION PERIOD

If you meet the conditions of your main offer (in other words, you achieve the examination grades or points stipulated in the offer) then the agreement between you and the university is binding; this applies also if you have accepted a conditional offer through the EXTRA system. You will receive a written confirmation of your place, often very shortly after examination results have been published (the universities and colleges receive them about a week before you do), and you simply complete, sign and return the attached slip. In recent years conditional offers have tended to be confirmed more quickly – a record number of 268,000 offers were confirmed in 2003 within three days of the publication of A Level results. If you fail to meet the conditions of your main offer but succeed in meeting the conditions of your insurance offer, then again the agreement between you and that university is binding, and exactly the same confirmation procedure applies. This procedure also operates if your offer for deferred entry is confirmed. You are not free to decline your offers and then enter into negotiations with any other universities at this stage, and you are not eligible to enter the Clearing system. A growing number of applicants do, however, ask their university to release them from their obligation; this is in principle not possible under UCAS regulations, but many admissions tutors are willing to do so, on the obvious grounds that they do not want to admit students who have decided that they no longer want to come. The official rule is that if, and for whatever reason (such as your A Level grades are higher than you expected), you now want to apply to a different university or set of universities you must withdraw altogether from UCAS (again, UCAS supplies the form for this purpose), which releases you from your agreement with your main and/or insurance universities and allows you to submit a new UCAS form in the new applications cycle. You might also want to check with the department at the university where you have rejected a confirmed offer whether it is likely to make it again in the new applications cycle – the reactions of selectors tend to differ quite significantly, and particularly where an applicant has turned down an offer at, say, Bristol or Durham in order to make an application to either Oxford or Cambridge in the new cycle.

Some applicants miss their conditional offers quite narrowly, or else find themselves with grades that are equivalent to the offer in terms of points, but which do not meet the precise conditions of the offer – for example, where the offer was expressed in terms of grades rather than tariff points, such as BBB, while the applicant has achieved ABC, or even AAC. In some cases this will be acceptable to your main or insurance choice university, and you will be notified accordingly. If you hear nothing quickly, and particularly if you have narrowly missed your offer, then you are strongly advised to telephone the admissions tutors of the university or universities in question in order to see whether you are being accepted despite the grade shortfall, rejected, put on a reserve list or offered a change of course. Their decision is made largely on the basis of the number of applicants who have achieved the precise terms set in their offers and who have accepted their confirmed places. Sometimes applicants who have met the terms of their insurance offer are still accepted by their main choice university even with a grade or points shortfall. You might find yourself engaging in an exercise in persuasion over the telephone, and in some cases you could be asked to ring back at a later time or date. Be warned that telephone lines are frequently jammed on the date on which results are published, and sometimes for some days after, and that you might find yourself hanging on in a long queue; be patient and persistent! Note also that it is often the kiss of death to have parents telephoning instead of you, and especially wherever they are becoming increasingly agitated by delays in decisions, or by the perceived injustice of it all! In the author’s experience the whole business in marginal cases often tends to take the form of a selling operation, and so a direct and really decisive approach over the telephone often proves crucial. At many universities and for many popular courses (such as most at Bristol, Nottingham and Edinburgh, and at several London colleges) the margin of error is likely to be remarkably tight. 


Some explanation why departments are sometimes reluctant to commit themselves and often have to delay their final decisions is also in order. They cannot possibly know immediately quite how many of the applicants who have met the conditions of their offers are then going to accept them – some may now withdraw altogether, or ask for deferred entry at this late stage. And of course the decision of university B is frequently dependent on the decision of university A – so if A is an applicant’s main choice and chooses to accept him or her one grade short of the offer, then B (as the insurance university) does not know whether it might have the place available until A’s decision has been established. All of this is essentially a numbers juggling operation, and you should view it in terms of a rather lengthy and complex chain. There has also been a growing tendency in recent years for disappointed applicants to request re-marks of one or more of their A Level examination papers, or indeed of all the papers in a subject. Your school will have details of the procedure to be followed in such circumstances, and it is important to take advice and then to act swiftly, since the awarding bodies provide a fast track arrangement for such requests, the deadline for which is not many days after the publication of results. Some, though not many, grades are changed as a result of the re-marking (and marks on individual papers can go down as well as up), and a university department will sometimes (though not always) accept an applicant where any change in grade or grades notified after the re-marking enables him or her to now meet the conditions of the offer. In these circumstances it is vital that you should at the earliest opportunity inform the university department in question of your decision to seek re-marks, since it might then hold open your place. You must also inform the department of the outcome as soon as you receive it, though you should be warned that it might well take a number of weeks to come through.

Obviously the greater the grade or points shortfall, the more likely it is that one or both universities will confirm that you have been rejected, and irrespective of any re-mark intentions that you might entertain. You should of course still telephone the relevant universities, even if the disheartening confirmation of rejection is the only outcome. Arm yourself with all the relevant information – UCAS application number, correspondence address and contact telephone numbers, course applied for (and course code), details of the conditional offer, and GCSE, AS and A Level results. Try to sound confident, and ask the switchboard to put you through to the relevant subject department or faculty; make it clear that you are wanting to discuss undergraduate admissions in the present cycle and try, if at all possible, to get hold of the name of one of the admissions tutors before you make the call. You might just be lucky! Otherwise, you will then automatically enter the Clearing system, which starts even before results are published. 

THE CLEARING SYSTEM

Clearing is the process through which departments with vacancies are matched with applicants who do not have confirmed places; it operates in August and September for applicants who have failed to meet the terms of their conditional offers and who have been rejected by both universities, and for applicants who received no conditional offers, or else have previously declined any offers they did receive.  In a typical year, some 12% of places are allocated through Clearing (for example, in 2003, 38,666 of the 374,307 accepted at universities and colleges found places; in 2002, there were 39,180), though relatively few of these places are in the more popular subjects at the more competitive universities. Some universities, even at the upper end of the range, do tend to hold back some places on popular courses for clearing with a view to increasing the social diversity of their intake. Clearing can, of course, be avoided altogether if your original course choices and subsequent decisions on offers were realistic! It is essential that you should be readily contactable and at hand during this important period; you should certainly not be on holiday, and especially abroad. You will need to be available to seek the advice of teachers and careers officers, to study the lists of clearing vacancies that are updated daily, and which are to be found in several places, including the university websites and in various newspapers.
Nowadays Clearing proceeds very quickly, and you therefore need to be involved in the process from the start.

You will automatically receive the relevant materials, Clearing Entry Form and instructions from UCAS, and at the same time as you receive your formal notification of rejection by your main and insurance choice universities. Your form will contain your personal details, A Level results and a unique clearing entry number, which must be quoted in all correspondence and discussions with admissions tutors over the telephone. You retain the form and deal directly with university departments; the form is not returned to UCAS. If, as a result of direct contact with a university department (usually over the telephone) you are attracted to a course with vacancies and you are invited to send in your clearing form, then you should do just this. Note that a department’s request to receive the form is not always a guarantee of a place, and that any oral offer of a place remains unofficial until the clearing form has been received, and the university has advised UCAS of your acceptance of a place. If you do accept any offer made, the university will advise UCAS; UCAS will in turn send you official confirmation. You then complete and return the relevant slip, and this then commits you to taking up the place. Once you have done this you cannot seek a place at any other university, since the university where you have accepted a place will not return your Clearing Entry Form to you. If you do choose to decline its offer then it will return the form to you, and you are free to negotiate with other universities. Note that you are not permitted to fax the form or to send photocopies of it. You must send the original form to the university, and you should only send it where you have received a specific request for it. If you have sent the form and have heard nothing within two or three days, call the admissions tutors, seek to establish their decision and, where necessary, request the return of your form so that you can then send it to another university.

The formal aspect of the Clearing procedure cannot be by-passed, but you can certainly seek to improve your prospect of securing admission to a course that attracts you, and through your own initiative. Look very carefully at the vacancies that are published, research the prospectuses and websites, and try to identify courses that are likely to suit you.  At this stage you will need to do a great deal of thinking and decision making, which might involve a change in your course plans and/or some lowering of your targets, in some cases investigating the possibility of a place at a college of higher education instead of at a university. Not all universities will have vacancies in Clearing, while there may be very few places indeed in some of the more popular subjects such as law, English, drama and psychology. It is extremely unlikely that there will be any Clearing places available in medicine or in veterinary science. Moreover, selectors have increasingly tended to admit applicants who accepted but then fell short of conditional offers in preference to advertising Clearing vacancies to ‘unknown quantities’. Be ready to make what might turn out to be a large number of telephone calls to admissions personnel, have all the necessary information at hand, and make every effort to market yourself if you are really keen on the course. UCAS states that the whole process is ‘best suited to candidates with good qualifications who can sell themselves over the telephone’. Patience is essential, and you might not achieve instant results; at the same time do not panic and do not immediately accept the first vacancy that you are offered since it might turn out to be wholly inappropriate for you. You need to be flexible as well as decisive in your search for a Clearing place. Places in the more popular subjects tend to be filled quite quickly, while some courses which were originally full might later appear in Clearing as students with confirmed offers decline them. Note that Clearing is not designed for applicants for deferred entry; in most cases, they will be completing new UCAS forms in the next cycle of applications. Some students will decide to re-take one or more A Level subjects (or re-sit individual modules), and for many this is a sensible strategy if there are genuine reasons for under-performance first time round. If you do elect to go down this route remember that the exercise will test your motivation and resilience to the full, and that it will prove very expensive if your plans include attendance at a tutorial college (or ‘crammer’) for the purposes of teaching. Note also that it might take you a whole academic year, since you might find yourself changing awarding bodies, while not all modules are available in the winter session of examinations.  Moreover, some university departments do not look particularly favourably upon re-take applicants, and there is also a strong likelihood that the grades or tariff points that are set as conditions of any offer will be higher than in the previous year.

7.      UCAS PERSONAL STATEMENTS

WHY THE PERSONAL STATEMENT IS SO IMPORTANT

Section 10 of the UCAS form requires you to compile a Personal Statement in support of your application to your chosen universities and colleges. Some of its content is quite likely to become a subject of discussion at any interview, and in any event it will be read very carefully by the admissions selectors in each university department. You should be working on a draft of your Personal Statement at the earliest opportunity, so do not leave it until a day or so before the deadline for submitting your UCAS form, since it is far too important to be put to one side. The Personal Statement represents a golden opportunity to stake your claim and to advertise your strengths and qualities; this has never been more important than in the current round of applications. Some clear thinking and honest self-questioning now could save you a great deal of heartache and expense later on.  If you are submitting a handwritten form, the statement should still be typed or word processed on a computer (a minimum size font of 12 is strongly recommended), and UCAS provides stick-on sheets for this purpose. It should also be extremely carefully set out, with use made, where appropriate, of sub-headings and underlining, so that it really stands out, and thus demands to be read. It is probably a mistake to believe that the longer the statement the better; some of the most effective submissions do not exceed 300 words, and very carefully chosen words at that. UCAS advises that 53 lines of text and 72 characters per line will fit into the box, using Courier New font at 12pt. It is probably best to write in complete sentences, while lists should be avoided at all costs, as should any content that is misleading, fictitious or trivial. You must also make sure that your English is very clear, and that the Statement contains no errors of grammar, spelling or punctuation. Throughout the process you should seek guidance from your teachers and university applications advisers. You should also try to liaise with the teacher who will writing your Open Reference, with a view to avoiding unnecessary duplication of material, as well as ‘sharing’ the description and assessment of your qualities between the two documents. There are some very encouraging things that you can’t say (for fear of being accused of arrogance) but that he or she most definitely can! Try also to find examples of Personal Statements written by students who have previously applied to courses in your subject.

ADVICE ON COMPILING PERSONAL STATEMENTS

Effective Personal Statements are likely to offer about three separate paragraphs, and with a little space left between them. The principal aim (and by a mile) is to get across your enthusiasm for selecting your chosen subject(s); hence most, probably two-thirds, of the statement will identify and reflect upon your academic interests. As a hard and fast rule specific examples are always far more convincing than very general statements, and so do not begin by stating ‘I want to read economics at university because I am very interested in it’. Your interest is taken for granted; what selectors and interviewers want to know is what steps you have taken to foster and to develop that interest, and not simply in AS/A Level classes. You should therefore start by outlining clearly the reasons for selecting your subject. Explain exactly what it is that excites you about it, and make explicit reference to very specific examples of topics, issues, personal research, reading outside the A Level specification, practical work, projects, coursework or fieldwork. In the case of joint honours degrees you will need to do this for each of the subjects, trying where possible to identify links between them. If you are not studying your proposed subject at school, explain clearly what has attracted you to it, indicate any research into it that you have done, and try to show how it might link with one or more of your current A Level subjects. If you have chosen a diverse range of courses at different institutions (and this is ultimately not good strategy) then you will need to provide clear reasons to justify this.

You might go on to provide details of your academic achievements, such as scholarships, performance in AS Level examinations, prizes awarded and any participation in external competitions. You might here also want to give some brief indication of your career aspirations, if you currently have any, and, where possible, establish links between your degree course choice and your career choice, though (except where there is a necessary link between degree subject choice and career) be careful not to put too much emphasis on any suggestion that your choice of courses is simply a means to a career end. Any relevant work experience should also be mentioned here, placing the stress on how you benefited and what exactly you learned. This is particularly important for applicants in medicine, veterinary medicine and law. If you plan to take a gap year, outline the reasoning behind your decision, and give some indication of what you have planned or are in the process of planning. Refer to any sponsorship for which you have applied. Any activity that is enabling you to develop one or more of your skills is particularly worth mentioning in this context. Indeed, you should include in your statement any information that demonstrates that you have acquired (and are using) particular skills, including any associated with information technology, teamwork, leadership, problem solving, communication, and service to the wider community. Remember that most courses now have Entry Profiles, and it is essential that you study and consider these before putting pen to paper, since you will need to provide specific examples in your statement of the particular skills, qualities and attributes that are sought.

In the final section of your statement you have an opportunity to describe your personal strengths, qualities and interests, and thus to impress the interviewers and selectors with your likely contribution to university and college life. It is important here that you get over the fact that you have seized the more rewarding opportunities that have come your way. Include examples of activities and interests that demonstrate your leadership or teamwork capacity, your enterprise or originality, your sensitivity to the needs of others and contribution to a community, or your determination to stick at a task. Select three or four prominent (and preferably contrasting) activities which bring out these qualities; they certainly do not have to be confined to school-based activities, and might well encompass sporting, musical, artistic or dramatic talents and achievements. Voluntary or charity work, team membership, direction of a play, responsibilities at school, performing in concerts or organising a rock group, and fascinating or unusual hobbies are simply a few of the possibilities. Try to offer evidence that you can work independently, that you can manage time effectively, and that you have a clear sense of priorities. Resist the obvious temptation to include long lists of sporting teams you have played in (since the age of seven!), foreign countries you have visited and activities in which your participation is no better than marginal or occasional. Remember that the aim of the statement is to establish that you are an interesting individual in your own right, with your own priorities, values and agenda, and therefore someone who will clearly benefit both from the course and from university life; this should be summarised in a short, though decisive concluding sentence. 

8.     TRENDS IN APPLICATIONS AND ADMISSIONS

THE POLICY BACKGROUND

There are currently over two million students in all UK higher education institutions, of whom nearly three quarters are full time students. A period of rapid expansion in the higher education sector between 1980 and 1993 was followed by some years of ‘consolidation’ in the mid 1990s, which saw reductions in the fees paid per student place and in capital spending, and resulting in a significant increase in staff-student ratios. The crisis in university funding led to the appointment of Sir Ron Dearing in February 1996 to chair a Committee of Inquiry into the structure and funding of higher education; its report was received by the new Labour government in July 1997. The immediate effect of the Dearing recommendations was the introduction of a means-tested top-up tuition fee, payable directly by students to their university or college. This has proved to be a prelude to rather more radical reform.

The present Government has been increasing the number of places available in higher education, largely through its over-riding commitment to widening access. It has a target for 50% of those in the 18 to 30 age category to be in universities or colleges by 2010, though much of the continuing and planned expansion is in foundation and diploma courses, many of them on a part-time basis. More places on degree courses have also been made available, and places on full-time courses have risen by about 100,000 between 1998 and 2004. The number of applicants is steadily rising too. For some years, under the Widening Participation Initiative, the DfES has been encouraging universities to recruit more students from disadvantaged backgrounds; they are paid for using postcode information to target areas (such as inner city estates) which do not traditionally provide many higher education applicants. In 2003/4 the total sum paid in extra grants to universities accepting more disadvantaged students through this ‘postcode premium’ arrangement rose from £48 million to £265 million.  At the same time a significant number of universities are now making lower conditional offers to disadvantaged students, while seeking to develop more reliable methods of assessing applicants’ potential.   The Higher Education Funding Council has set ‘benchmark recruitment targets’ for every university; it analyses access by tracing the proportion of university entrants from the maintained sector, from less advantaged backgrounds, and from schools and families with little or no previous record of access. All universities are making strenuous efforts to widen access, in part because their funding depends upon it, though many have been identified in HEFCE research papers as falling short of the government’s benchmark recruitment figures. While the proportion of students from the C2DE social classes starting university courses is rising at a rate of about 1% a year, the research shows that only five of the Russell Group of universities (Cardiff, Glasgow, Liverpool, Sheffield and Warwick) have met or exceeded their HEFCE targets for recruitment of students from the ‘disadvantaged’ sectors. Similarly, while students from the bottom three social groups (C2DE) make up 25% of the national entry, they account for only 9, 9 and 11% of entrants to Cambridge, Oxford and Bristol respectively; of the Russell Group only Glasgow, KCL (London), LSE (London), Manchester and Sheffield met their targets. 

The Government can meet its target of 50% 18-30 year olds in higher education by 2010 only by attracting more applicants from low income households and from areas where there is little or no history of educational achievement. While 48% of the ABC1 social groups go on to university, only 18% of the C2DE social groups currently do so. The White Paper (January 2003) stressed the need ‘to make certain that the opportunities that higher education brings are available to all those who have the potential to benefit from them, regardless of their background’ and went on to insist that ‘admissions staff, both academic and administrative, must be properly trained so that they can recognise genuine potential as well as achievement’. Hence from September 2003 universities received an additional £1200 (up from the previous £280) for each student they recruited from areas with a low higher education take-up, or who scores fewer than 17 points (equivalent to CCD grades at A Level). The new Office for Fair Access will be responsible for regulating university admissions; it is headed by Steven Schwartz, who will draft regulations designed to make the admissions process fairer. Contrary to some expectations (and earlier ministerial statements) national targets for admissions from lower income households over and above the existing ‘benchmarks’ (or ‘milestones’) for individual universities will not be set, while the access regulator will have no powers to fine universities which fail to increase the proportion of such students that are admitted. Instead universities are being instructed to concentrate on increasing the number of applications from the maintained sector and, in particular, from students from low income households, or where neither parent went to university, or where examination performance is significantly above the school’s average. The Secretary of State (in March 2003) rejected the suggestion by the HEFCE that admissions targets should be set for each university. Universities are therefore required to sign ‘access agreements’ that set out ‘milestones’ for ‘widening participation’ and which identify the level of bursaries to be provided for lower income students; in turn the approval of their plans is a condition of permission being granted to levy top-up tuition fees of up to £3,000 a year from 2006.

HOW COMPETITION HAS INCREASED FOR THE ‘BEST’ PLACES

Each year new applications records are set – there are now over 475,000 students competing for about 375,000 places. These statistics do however conceal significant variations in the pattern of applications. In general, many of the newer universities continue to experience a decline in applications, while most of the more established universities are seeing an increase, and often on a substantial scale at the more popular institutions. An ‘Ivy League’ of top universities has now developed, and it is the universities in this group that are generally attracting the greatest trend increase in applications; most of them also receive a disproportionate share of government funding. Competition for places has intensified, and especially for most arts, humanities and social science courses. Conditional offers have steadily become rather stiffer, while many more applicants do not receive any offers at all. Applicants, and especially those from independent schools, who do not have a large number of A and A* grades in their GCSE examinations (including in English and Mathematics) and who are predicted anything less than AAB at A Level, are clearly at an appreciable disadvantage when making applications to these institutions in most subjects. In general there is a fair amount of evidence to suggest that if you do not have at least six A or A* grades at GCSE you could easily have your application rejected at Imperial (London), LSE (London), UCL (London), Durham, Bristol, Edinburgh, Nottingham and Warwick. Few of these universities have places available in Clearing either, while many departments are nowadays insisting on students meeting the letter of the law with respect to conditional offers. This of course reinforces the importance for many applicants of detailed discussion and of intelligent choice of a range of universities.

In 1995, UCAS decided to reduce the maximum number of universities to which students could apply from eight to six. Naturally the effect has been to reduce the average number of applications per student from 6.7 in 1995 to 5.0 in this century. Despite the restriction placed on choice, most of the more traditional universities have still seen an increase in applications, and particularly since 1999. The adoption of a system of ‘blind’ applications (where each university is now unaware of the other universities to which the student has applied) from 2003 seems to have encouraged many applicants to have become more ambitious in making their choices; there have been huge increases in applications to Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham and Edinburgh over the last two or three years. By contrast, huge falls in the number of applications have been recorded at many of the newer universities. This trend was highly predictable, and highlights the very competitive nature of application to what are perceived to be the ‘elite’ Russell Group of universities. The Russell Group is made up of Cambridge, Oxford, Nottingham, Sheffield, Imperial (London), UCL (London), Warwick, Leeds, LSE (London), Liverpool, Bristol, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Newcastle, Southampton, Birmingham, KCL (London) and Manchester. At these universities applications to places ratios exceeding 15 are increasingly common in courses such as business studies, psychology, law, economics, history, English and drama. Bristol, LSE, Warwick, Nottingham and York have usually seen the highest overall ratios of applications to places in recent years; in general, there is a strong correlation between the applications to places ratio and the mean A Level scores for entrants; the highest scores are currently found at Cambridge, Oxford, LSE, Imperial, Bristol, Edinburgh, Nottingham and Warwick. Newcastle is now rejecting around 1,000 more applicants each year, most of whom are predicted AAA at A Level. At Bristol the applications to places ratio exceeds 25 in history, 33 in English and 40 in drama. In 2002, the university received over 1500 applicants for its 47 English places, of whom 1300 were predicted AAB or better, and over 500 eventually achieved AAA at A Level. The ratio of medical applicants to places is 15 at Southampton and 14 at Sheffield. It is a little lower at Bristol (1 in 10), but practically every applicant is forecast AAA grades at A Level. Ratios are particularly high (and frequently over 20) in business studies at Newcastle, Leeds and Warwick; in English at Bristol, Nottingham and York; in psychology at Bristol, Nottingham and Durham; and in law at Manchester (24 applicants per place), Essex (19), Nottingham (18), Warwick (18), Durham (18) and Bristol (17). There were 33 applicants for each classics place at Birmingham, 22 for each modern languages place at Newcastle, and 16 for each economics place at Warwick. At one point there were 110 applicants for each place on the economics and finance course at Bristol. Even the less popular subjects have high ratios at some of the elite universities – for example, at Bristol there are reported  ratios of 11, 12 and 13 in theology, mathematics and biochemistry respectively. Yet at the same time, a large number of other universities are in debt, withdrawing courses or contemplating merger because of their inability to recruit sufficient numbers of students. It is interesting to note that the national average for students dropping out of university in 2003 was 17% - while the average for the Russell Group was only 7%, no fewer than 15 universities (all former polytechnics) had rates exceeding 25%; at London Metropolitan, the rate was 38%. Research by the Institute for Higher Education Policy found a strong correlation between dropout rates and low entry grades, though the universities affected argue that the significant correlation is with financial and social pressures, which are at their greatest in the case of students from poorer households. Yet the University of York recruits 80% of its students from the maintained sector, though its dropout rate, at 5%, is remarkably low.

POPULAR UNIVERSITIES AND SUBJECTS: APPLICATIONS, OFFERS AND REJECTIONS

The degree courses at UK universities that normally have the highest overall applications to places ratios are veterinary medicine/science (over 13 applications for each place), medicine, dentistry and modern languages. Competition is becoming increasingly fierce in subjects such as English, psychology, history and drama. The most popular subjects in the 2003-04 applications round (number of applications in brackets) were: Law (95,032), Psychology (76,203), Medicine (68,596), Management Studies (58,827), Business Studies (54,362), English (53,729), Computer Studies (52,777), Teacher Training (45,335), History (45,190), Languages with Social Studies (40,765), Languages with Humanities (39,254), Nursing (38,258), Sports Science (37,528), Economics (37,223) and Drama (36,483).  The largest percentage increases in applications in most recent years have been for courses in sports science, media studies, cinematics and film studies, English, nursing, humanities with arts, social sciences with business, psychology, drama, media studies, politics, electrical and electronic engineering, and design studies, though all are of course subject to quite sharp annual fluctuations. The largest recent trend decrease in the number of applications has been for courses in mechanical engineering, civil engineering, general engineering, modern languages, mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, engineering and technology combinations, biochemistry and accountancy. Among subjects experiencing an increase in applications in 2003/4 (compared with 2002/3; percentage increase in brackets) were: social work (94.6), medicine (22.3), nursing (20.4), architecture (16.9), mathematics (16.3), dentistry (14,0), law (8.2), English (6.6), teacher training (4.5), drama (4.3) and languages with social studies (4.1). Among subjects experiencing a decrease in applications in 2003/04 were computer studies (down 19.0), American Studies (13.3), physics (10.4), veterinary medicine (7.0), business studies (5.1), management studies (5.0) and psychology (2.5). Among the subjects that showed the largest increase in applications accepted for 2003 were media studies (up 15.8), nursing (15.2), education (12.4), cinematics and photography (10.6), architecture (10.3) and medicine (10.2). The largest fall in applications accepted for 2003 were seen in information technology (down 13.3%), electronic and electrical engineering (10.2%) and computer science (5.9%). Subjects with high rejection ratios in 2003 included Medicine (87%), law (84%), business studies (83%), history (83%), philosophy (83%), and social studies (83%). 

It is never easy to forecast the likely outcome for future generations of applicants, since so much changes from year to year, including the number of places available on particular degree courses and the popularity of individual universities and subjects. Some universities have experienced a significant increase in applications year after year, including the five largest – Nottingham, Leeds, Bristol, Manchester and Birmingham.  Universities with significant increases in applications in both 2002 and 2003 include Bangor, Bradford, Cambridge, Central Lancashire, Dundee, Essex, Hertfordshire, Heythrop (London), Huddersfield, Kent, KCL (London), Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Oxford, Oxford Brookes, Portsmouth, Queen Mary (London), Reading, SOAS (London), Southampton, Surrey, Sussex and Ulster. Applications to most of the more traditional universities again increased in 2003, though falls were recorded at Aberdeen, Aston, Bristol, Brunel, City, Durham, Exeter, Glasgow, Keele, Lampeter, Lancaster, Nottingham, Salford, Stirling, Strathclyde and Warwick. Most Scottish universities have seen a significant growth in applications following the decision of the Scottish Parliament to abolish top-up tuition fees for Scottish students. 

Based on the experience of recent years many of the more popular university departments will continue to reject a greater proportion of students (Bristol, Durham, Nottingham, Warwick, Edinburgh, Birmingham, Exeter, Newcastle, LSE (London) and Imperial (London) all clearly fall into this category), with an increased risk of rejection wherever the student has applied for deferred entry. It is certainly the case in recent years that both conditional offer grades and rejections have tended to rise in subjects such as medicine, law, business studies, history, English, psychology and drama. There will also continue to be a greater variation in the terms of conditional offers – while applicants are generally required to achieve higher A Level grades than previously (AAA has become the norm for popular subjects such as law and English at Durham and Warwick), all departments are making conspicuous efforts to recruit students from a wider range of backgrounds, and are therefore increasingly relaxing their grade requirements for many ‘disadvantaged’ applicants. Many university departments have already   introduced ‘Selection Days’ and written admissions tests, a trend certain to grow. 

It is important to understand the dilemma faced by selectors. The proliferation of A grades in GCSE and A Level examinations has made it virtually impossible to identify the better applicants using traditional means. Nearly 22% of A Level grades awarded in 2003 were A grades. At 290 schools students achieved an average of over 360 points – in other words, more than AAA. Of examination candidates achieving A grades in all subjects 36% came from independent schools. In October 2002 the HMC/GSA (representing 440 independent schools, and following an examination of applications in seven subjects at eighteen institutions) accused a number of universities of discriminating against their applicants; among those cited were Bristol, Edinburgh, LSE (London), Durham, Manchester, UCL (London) and Nottingham. While there is no clear evidence of such discrimination, it is interesting to note that in English in 2003 Bristol rejected 78.5% of independent school applicants, while Nottingham rejected 76.1%. Yet at Leeds only 27.0% were rejected, and there were fewer still at Sheffield (12.8%) and Liverpool (5.6%) – all prestigious English departments.The study found, for example, that 82.5% of independent school applicants for history had been rejected at Bristol, while 76% of applicants for economics had been rejected at L.S.E. (London). The claim was met with a fairly frosty response from the universities in question. In general, they denied that they were operating any kind of quota arrangement, while the practice of setting lower entry grade requirements for some students from disadvantaged backgrounds had to be seen in the light of examination results being an increasingly unreliable guide to academic potential, and was therefore not tantamount to discrimination against applicants from the independent sector. Strong candidates from such schools were at no disadvantage in the admissions process – indeed, at Bristol in 2002 they accounted for 42% of the acceptances in English, 41% in economics and 38% in law.

At the same time admissions policy is certainly changing at many a university. At least sixteen (including many in the elite Russell Group) now have admissions policies which appear to involve at least an element of positive discrimination, though this tends to be expressed in terms of different A Level requirements for applicants from different backgrounds rather than in terms of entry quotas for applicants from different types of school. Bristol introduced its programme of widening access as long ago as 1998, which has resulted in a smaller proportion of places for applicants from independent schools. It has fallen from some 50% in 1998 to 39% in 2002, and it is envisaged that it will fall further in 2004, to 31%. Bristol and other top universities are at pains to point out that some 35% of students achieving AAA at A Level do not currently apply to Russell Group universities; there is an 8% gap in applications to these universities between the top three and bottom three social groups, but only a 1% difference in admissions. Offa has no power to interfere in admissions policies, but each university has to set ‘milestones’ for raising the proportion of students admitted from poorer social groups and low achievement schools. Bristol abolished its internal admissions targets for state school students in 2003, after allegations that it was operating a quota system; these have been replaced with guidelines showing how each department intends to reduce the A Level grades required of students from schools with poor examination results. Its new admissions document shows that the lower the average examination performance of the school, the greater is the weighting given to the applicant’s examination performance – particularly where the school’s average A Level results fall below CCC. Hence students from disadvantaged backgrounds might therefore receive a BCC offer rather than the ‘standard’ ABB on many courses.  Several departments (including English, history, medicine and law) operate an ‘internal points system’, and thus have implicit targets for independent school entrants; history has scrapped its minimum A Level grades requirement altogether. The university strenuously denies it is operating any kind of quota system; it prefers to refer to ‘benchmarks’. At Durham it is suggested that the university aims to reduce admissions from independent schools by some 20% by 2004, and that it has entry targets of 25% in law, 32% in English and 38% in history. The university also uses the average A Level points scores of schools as part of the process of evaluating the academic potential of individual applicants. Edinburgh is planning a reduction in the proportion of independent school entrants from 37% to 23% by 2007, and uses a ‘totally transparent’ points scoring system, which awards applicants from the worst performing schools additional compensatory points. Extra points are also available for applicants from schools with little history of university application, for those who are the first in their family to enter higher education or whose education has been seriously disrupted, and for Scottish applicants. Similar arrangements appear to operate at LSE (London), St. Andrews, Birmingham, Warwick and York, and can be expected to become much more common. These, and other, ‘points’ scoring systems tend to remain confidential to the universities concerned, though they are becoming increasingly widespread. Some departments in English, History and Law are also awarding points for motivation, subject interest, hobbies and to candidates from low income areas – at Warwick, for example, History application forms are now scored against 17 separate factors.

Many universities are also introducing their own entrance tests as demand for the most popular places continue to grow. Law applicants at Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge, Durham, East Anglia, Nottingham, Oxford and UCL must sit the new National Admissions Test for Law in November 2004, a two-hour paper (multiple choice questions and a short essay) designed to identify ‘intellectual potential’. Six universities already use the Biomedical Admissions Test for applicants in medicine and veterinary medicine; the paper is sat in schools in November. Cambridge colleges require applicants in a number of subjects to sit the Thinking Skills Assessment Test, while Oxford has introduced a new examination in History, with an equivalent in English to follow. Much more notice is nowadays taken of GCSE results as a means of differentiating between highly qualified applicants, while the time may not be far off when prestige universities insist on seeing AS level marks by paper (Cambridge does this already) and even demand A grades in all eighteen AS/A2 modules. Some universities have introduced ‘wild card’ arrangements, reserving a number of places (normally post A Level results) for applicants coming from poorer households or from schools with little tradition of university application – Cambridge, Oxford, Bristol, Durham, Leeds and Warwick fall into this category. At Leeds, for example, the proportion of entrants from state schools has risen from 71% to 74% in a year – more than three times the national average. Some universities have lso adopted a ‘Locals First’ policy, recruiting from disadvantaged catchment areas; the universities concerned include Glasgow, Newcastle, Southampton, Warwick and Edinburgh. There is even the possibility of allocating places on popular degree courses using a random number generator, an approach pioneered by the Queen Mary medical school, and by the physiotherapy departments at Huddersfield and Leeds Metropolitan.

Selection is becoming ever more difficult for universities, and an increasing number of criteria beyond A Level results are now being employed. This trend is set to intensify in 2004, when record numbers of applicants to top universities are expected. 

TABLE: DEGREE COURSE APPLICATIONS AND ACCEPTANCES (Places Offered and Accepted) FOR ENTRY IN 2004

Note: All statistics refer to DEGREE course applications to, and acceptances by, Universities. The % Change in Applications columns refer to applications made by the recommended closing date of 15th January. Applications via UCAS  to Colleges of Higher Education and for non-degree courses are not included in the table below.

UNIVERSITY

       2003/04 Cycle  2003 Entry
            % Change in Applications




       Applications  Acceptances
2002 to 2003
2003 to 2004

Aberdeen


12420

2490

DOWN 4.3
DOWN 0.8

Abertay (Dundee)

  4356

  959

DOWN 10.0
DOWN 13.3

Aberystwyth


  8861

2209

DOWN 3.2
UP 3.6

Anglia 



  6534

1638

DOWN 18.2
DOWN 3.3

Aston



11369

1951

UP 14.4
DOWN 7.8

Bangor



  7697

1739

UP 4.9

UP 7.8

Bath



19001

2090

UP 9.3

UP 0.8

Birmingham


37394

5429

UP 1.0

UP 1.6

Bournemouth


13506

2922

DOWN 10.4
UP 0.3

Bradford


  9016

2173

UP 7.2

UP 4.4

Brighton


19047

3343

DOWN 8.1
UP 12.4

Brighton & Sussex Med. School
  1667

n/a

n/a

UP 81.4

Bristol



35790

3403

DOWN 3.0
DOWN 4.8


Brunel



20279

2730

DOWN 9.1
DOWN 2.5


Cambridge


14952

3437

UP 6.6

UP 7.5

Cardiff



24194

4241

UP 0.4

UP 2.2

Cardiff Institute


  8675

1885

n/a

DOWN 1.8

Central England (Birmingham)
14423

2515

UP 1.3

UP 8.0



Central Lancashire (Preston)
17492

4213

UP 5.6

UP 6.5

City



13593

1874

DOWN 4.1
DOWN 0.2

Coventry


15542

3366

DOWN 1.7
DOWN 2.5

De Montfort


20219

4314

DOWN 3.5
UP 4.2

Derby



12303

2783

UP 8.1

DOWN 11.4

Dundee



11523

2172

UP 6.0

UP 8.0

Durham



24908

3771

UP 5.3

DOWN 2.4

East Anglia


14093

2649

UP 11.2
UP 0.8

East London


10176

3192

DOWN 7.1
UP 7.4

Edinburgh


35748

4604

DOWN 2.5
UP 13.6

Essex



11571

1952

UP 15.1
UP 9.4

Exeter



21499

2590

UP 6.1

DOWN 1.4

Glamorgan


  8059

2241

UP 1.0

UP 4.8

Glasgow


25124

4526

DOWN 3.1
DOWN 1.5

Glasgow Caledonian

15922

2577

DOWN 0.2
UP 3.7

Gloucestershire


  8460

1802

UP 1.3

DOWN 2.0

Goldsmiths (London)

  7194

1165

DOWN 9.6
UP 9.1

Greenwich


14676

2810

DOWN 12.0
UP 6.3

Heriot-Watt (Edinburgh)

  7877

1742

DOWN 10.1
UP 2.5

Hertfordshire


18681

4498

UP 16.8
UP 24.2

Heythrop College (London)
    284

     81

UP 26.5
UP 20.9

Huddersfield


14190

3030

UP 4.0

UP 13.4

Hull



15337

3465

DOWN 5.5
UP 11.5

Hull York Medical School
  1596

  146

n/a

UP 50.1

Imperial College (London)
11916

2093

DOWN 3.6
UP 9.9

Keele



  9521

1921

UP 2.7

DOWN 6.1

Kent



14340

3375

UP 3.1

UP 4.2

King’s College (London)

25299

3156

UP 5.4

UP 11.5

Kingston


22455

4873

DOWN 5.5
UP 18.5

Lampeter


    883

  280

NO CHANGE
DOWN 5.0

Lancaster


16797

2941

UP 3.5

DOWN 5.3

Leeds



51805

7228

UP 5.3

UP 3.1

Leeds Metropolitan

22015

4567

DOWN 3.9
UP 0.5

Leicester


16289

2965

DOWN 2.2
UP 5.6

Lincoln



12507

3635

UP 21.6
DOWN 4.4

Liverpool


29697

4671

UP 9.7

UP 11.8

Liverpool John Moores

21895

4484

UP 4.7

NO CHANGE

London Metropolitan

17340

3609

n/a

DOWN 7.5

L.S.E. (London)


15517

1300

DOWN 0.1
UP 1.9

Loughborough


19381

3288

DOWN 7.9
UP 4.8

Luton



  5271

1158

DOWN 6.7
UP 1.6

Manchester


49177

6173

UP 21.8
UP 3.0

Manchester Metropolitan
37173

6973

UP 1.3

UP 4.3

Middlesex


16643

2397

DOWN 10.7
UP 6.3

Napier (Edinburgh)

  8039

3067

UP 0.2

DOWN 5.8

Newcastle


28308

4237

UP 10.9
UP 4.7

Newport College

  2976

  900

n/a

UP 14.1

Northumbria (Newcastle)
18216

4075

UP 14.3
DOWN 4.0

Nottingham


47288

5452

UP 3.7

DOWN 5.7

Nottingham Trent

26848

5598

UP 1.9

DOWN 7.3

Oxford



13167

3316

UP 5.8

UP 4.5

Oxford Brookes


20993

3481

UP 5.9

UP 14.2

Paisley



  6775

2231

UP 2.7

UP 1.6

Peninsula Medical School            1429

  194

n/a

UP 38.1

Plymouth


17488

3882

DOWN 1.7
UP 6.6


Portsmouth


19714

4292

UP 19.9
UP 8.8

Queen Mary (London)

17182

2550

UP 17.1
UP 4.5

Queen’s Belfast


21273

3255

DOWN 5.8
UP 12.1

Reading


21930

2786

UP 5.0

UP 7.7

Robert Gordon (Aberdeen)
  6542

1804

DOWN 1.8
UP 5.8

Royal Holloway (London)
  9698

1929

UP 0.6

UP 7.9


Royal Vet. College (London) 
  1118

  239

UP 7.1

UP 8.00

Salford



14734

3200

DOWN 7.2
DOWN 1.6

S.O.A.S. (London)

  3291

  762

UP 2.6

UP 12.8

School of Pharmacy (London)
  1306

  185

UP 11.1
UP 6.6

Sheffield


31934

4546

DOWN 3.6
UP 3.1

Sheffield Hallam

25786

5533

UP 2.7

DOWN 1.8

Southampton


28476

3921

UP 4.3

UP 9.2

South Bank


  9025

2168

DOWN 13.0
UP 11.3

St. Andrews


  9318

1087

DOWN 8.9
UP 16.9

St. George’s Medical School


(London)

  4840

  458

UP 29.3
UP 8.8

Staffordshire


11249

2447

DOWN 4.6
DOWN 2.2

Stirling



  9224

1255

DOWN 2.5
DOWN 5.0

Strathclyde


17730

3270

UP 1.6

DOWN 0.2

Sunderland


  9086

2213

UP 3.1

UP 3.2

Surrey



  9224

2121

UP 14.0
UP 1.4

Surrey (Roehampton)

  8538

2338

UP 0.9

UP 2.3

Sussex



13473

2039

UP 14.1
UP 4.5

Swansea


10985

2917

DOWN 1.1
UP 5.3

Teesside


  8983

2613

UP 2.6

DOWN 6.4

Thames Valley


  4863

  928

DOWN 19.8
DOWN 3.8

Ulster



32369

5156

UP 9.4

UP 4.8

U.M.I.S.T. (Manchester)

  9589

1725

DOWN 9.9
UP 0.5

University College (London)
25233

3503

DOWN 0.4
UP 5.0

Wales College of Medicine
  5229

  827

UP 10.2
UP 23.7

Warwick


29836

3244

UP 2.2

DOWN 4.1

Westminster


19646

4731

DOWN 5.8
DOWN 0.5

West of England (Bristol)
23293

5400

DOWN 2.1
UP 0.2

Wolverhampton


14666

3721

UP 5.8

UP 2.5

York



20280

2268

UP 5.9

NO CHANGE

TOTAL


       

          355,531

(Source: UCAS)

9. UNIVERSITY LEAGUE TABLES 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LEAGUE TABLES

It has always been received wisdom that all degrees from UK universities are equal, despite differences in the institutions’ age, size, style and popularity. In one respect only this remains true, since each university’s degree awards are subject to external examination, and each university department must demonstrate that its courses and teaching meet various quality criteria. Nonetheless, the major upheavals in higher education since the early 1990s, together with the huge expansion of student numbers, have resulted in increasingly close scrutiny of higher education institutions, especially as government finance is nowadays intimately linked with their ability to attract applicants to their courses, and to broaden their access. This accounts for the proliferation of ‘league tables’ that nowadays make an annual appearance in national newspapers and elsewhere. Some critics contend that these tables are wrong in principle, since each institution is unique, serving a distinct community and having a distinct rationale. Statistical overviews can be misleading, may be spurious and might even be dangerous; nevertheless they have been a fact of life for many years, and they certainly have a significant bearing on applicants’ perceptions of universities and on their degree course choices.

Professor Tom Cannon, in collaboration with the Higher Education Statistics Agency, produced the first such statistical survey for The Times newspaper as long ago as 1991. Since then the surveys have been published on an annual basis, while several other surveys (and the accompanying tables) have also made a regular appearance. They do not produce identical results, since the criteria employed differ from survey to survey, together with the weighting attached to each factor. It is not uncommon for a university’s placing in a particular table to rise or fall quite significantly from year to year, though the regular appearance of the ‘elite’ and best resourced universities at the top of the tables comes as little surprise. 

The criteria typically applied include: teaching quality; research quality; entry standards (grades and tariff points); applications to places ratios; the employment record of graduates; first (and, sometimes, upper second) class degrees awarded; student-staff ratios; income from industry and for research; library and computing facilities; and student dropout rates. ‘Teaching quality’ is not measured against a common standard, but rather in terms of how well a university is performing against the objectives it has set for itself, though benchmark standards are being developed by the Quality Assurance Agency. Some surveys also incorporate an assessment of the range of local support and advisory services, accommodation, and provision for extra-curricular activities. The resulting tables should always be interpreted with considerable caution – for instance, they say little about the quality of individual faculties or departments within a university, while in themselves they do not provide definitive evidence that a university is excellent or perhaps less good.

The quality of the teaching and research in UK universities is subject to regular official assessment. The teaching inspection results for a large number of subjects are readily accessible on the website of the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (www.qca.ac/uk/revreps/reviewreports). The research assessments available date back as far as 1996, with new ratings now making an appearance; the ‘scores’ generally appear on a seven point scale, and can be found on the website of the Higher Education Funding Council (www.hefc.ac.uk) or at www.hero.ac.uk/rae/. 

THE LEAGUE TABLES AND ELITE UNIVERSITIES

· With few exceptions the universities that tend to occupy the most elevated positions in the league tables have the highest applications to places ratios, the highest average entry scores (in terms of grades or tariff points), the smallest proportion of entrants through the clearing system and the lowest dropout rates. The Daily Telegraph published the most comprehensive of the tables in August 2003, based on the rankings arrived at in various ways in five national newspapers and a survey of graduate recruiters. The resulting ‘league table’ was as follows:

1. Cambridge

2. Oxford

3. Imperial (London)

4. LSE (London)

5. Warwick

6. Nottingham

7. UCL (London)

8. York

9. Bristol

10. Manchester

11. SOAS (London)

12. Bath

13. Birmingham

14. Loughborough

15. KCL (London)

16. Durham

17. St. Andrews

18. Southampton

19. Edinburgh

20. Sheffield

21. UMIST (Manchester)

22. Lancaster

23. Leeds

24. Leicester

25. Newcastle

26. Glasgow

27. Cardiff

28. Royal Holloway (London)

29. Reading

30. Exeter

31. Queen’s Belfast

32. East Anglia

33. Liverpool

34. Essex

35. Surrey

36. Strathclyde

37. Aberdeen

38. Aston

39. Oxford Brookes

40. Sussex

41. Hull

42. Dundee

43. Queen Mary (London)

44. Keele

45. Swansea

46. City

47. Bangor

48. Brunel

49. Nottingham Trent

50. Stirling

51. Kent

52. Aberystwyth

53. Plymouth

54. West of England (Bristol)

55. Heriot-Watt (Edinburgh)

56. Goldsmiths’ (London)

57. Northumbria (Newcastle)

58. Kingston

59. Ulster

60. Portsmouth

61. Sheffield Hallam

62. Bradford

63. Brighton

64. Manchester Metropolitan

65. Hertfordshire

66. Glamorgan

67. Westminster

68. Salford

69. Robert Gordon (Aberdeen)

70. Leeds Metropolitan

71. Bournemouth

72. Liverpool John Moores

73. Sunderland

74. Luton

75. De Montfort (Leicester)

76. Central Lancashire (Preston)

77. Lampeter

78. Coventry

79. Huddersfield

80. Staffordshire

81. Middlesex

82. Abertay (Dundee)

83. Wolverhampton

84. Glasgow Caledonian

85. Napier (Edinburgh)

86. Central England (Birmingham)

87. Teesside

88. Greenwich

89. Anglia (Cambridge)

90. London Metropolitan

91. Paisley

92. Derby

93. Lincoln

94. East London

95. South Bank

96. Thames Valley

· Universities with the greatest number of applications for degree courses in 2003 were Leeds (52521), Nottingham (51575), Manchester (49860), Birmingham (38689), Bristol (38502), Manchester Metropolitan (38157), Edinburgh (32501), Sheffield (32293), Warwick (31921) and Ulster (31858).

· Universities with the highest ratio of applications to places in recent years (2002 ratio in brackets) are LSE (London) (11.1), Bristol (11.0), Nottingham (8.8), Warwick (8.7), UMIST (8.3), York (8.3), Bath (7.9), Edinburgh (7.9), Southampton (7.9), City, King’s College (London), University College (London), Sheffield, Aston, Exeter, Manchester, Ulster and St. Andrews.

· Universities with the highest entry requirements in recent years (measured in terms of A Level grades or the equivalent (2003 points in brackets - 10 points for an A; 8 for a B; 6 for a C; 4 for a D; 2 for an E) are Oxford (29.5), Cambridge (29.3), LSE (London) (28.3), Imperial (London) (28.1), Bristol (27.0), Warwick (26.6), Edinburgh (26.5), St. Andrews (26.4), Nottingham (26.3), University College (London) (25.7), Bath, York, Sheffield, Durham, King’s College (London), Birmingham, Cardiff, Glasgow, Leeds, Manchester, Loughborough, Newcastle and Southampton. Universities with the lowest entry points were Luton (9.0), Glamorgan (9.9), Napier (10.3), London Metropolitan (10.9), Greenwich (11.6), Wolverhampton (11.6), South Bank (11.8), Middlesex (11.8) and East London (11.9).

· Universities with the best marks for teaching (% of subjects rated excellent since 1995) are Cambridge (96), Loughborough (95), LSE (London) (88), York (88), Oxford (86), Imperial (London) (82), University College (London) (77), Essex (77), Warwick (74), Nottingham (74), East Anglia (72), Cardiff (71), Luton (71), SOAS (London) (71), Brunel (71), Leicester (70) and Newcastle (69). Universities with the worst marks for teaching are East London (6), Glasgow Caledonian (6), Paisley (9), Abertay (Dundee) (10), Thames Valley (13) and Gloucestershire (14).

· Universities with the fewest places in Clearing in recent years (2002 and 2003) were Cambridge, LSE (London) and Oxford (all none), Bath, Belfast, Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Durham, Exeter, Lancaster, Imperial (London), Loughborough, Warwick and York. Universities with the most Clearing entrants (2003) are East London (45%), South Bank (42%), Leeds Metropolitan (35%), Westminster (35%), Lampeter (25%), Greenwich (23%), Middlesex (23%), Queen Mary (London) (23%) and Staffordshire (22%).

· In recent years the proportion of first and upper second class degrees awarded has been highest at Cambridge (89%), Oxford (87%), Bristol (82%), Warwick (78%), Edinburgh (76%), Nottingham (76%), SOAS (London) (75%), Bath (74%), Exeter (74%) and University College (London) (74%). It is lowest at London Metropolitan (34%), Teesside (39%), East London (40%), and Thames Valley (40%).

· Universities with the lowest student-staff ratios are headed by Imperial (London) (6.92), University College (London) (7.33), Cambridge (7.81), King’s College (London) (9.34), Oxford (9.68), UMIST (10.05), SOAS (London) (10.33), Queen Mary (London) (10.49), Bristol (10.85) and Manchester (11.08). The highest ratios are at Thames Valley (27.60), Middlesex (25.17) and Bournemouth (24.79).

· Universities with the lowest student dropout rates in 2002 and 2003 were Cambridge (1.3%), Oxford (2.0), St. Andrews (2.8), Bristol (3.2), LSE (London) (3.7), Nottingham (4.5), York (4.8), Leicester (4.9), Bath (5.6) and Warwick (5.7). In sharp contrast, the dropout rate at London Metropolitan was 38.2%. Other high rates were recorded at Central Lancashire (33.5), East London (33.0), Paisley (30.6), SOAS (London) (29.1), Glasgow Caledonian (28.6) and Thames Valley (28.6).

· The best resourced universities include Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial (London), Royal Holloway (London), York, Edinburgh, Loughborough, Sheffield, University College (London) and Birmingham.

· Universities with the highest current research rankings are: Cambridge, UCL, Oxford, Imperial, Manchester, Edinburgh, KCL, Leeds, Southampton, Sheffield, Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Glasgow, Nottingham, Newcastle, Liverpool, Warwick, Durham and Reading..

· Universities with the highest proportion of students whose parents are from the highest (ABC1) social classes are Cambridge (90.9%), Oxford (90.4), Bristol (89.4), Edinburgh (87.2), Durham (86.5), Nottingham (86.0), Imperial (London) (85.5), St. Andrews (85.5), University College (London) (85.1) and Warwick (84.7). Universities with the highest proportion of students whose parents are from the lowest (C2DE) social classes are Wolverhampton (47.5%), East London (43.8), Paisley (40.2), Luton (39.0), Ulster (39.0) and Greenwich (38.6).

· Universities with the lowest proportion of entrants from the maintained sector (2003) are Oxford (52.9%), Cambridge (53.4), St. Andrews (57.8), Bristol (59.7), University College (London) (60.1), Imperial (London) (60.9), Durham (62.4), Edinburgh (62.9), LSE (London) (65.6) and King’s College (London) (65.8). Universities with the highest proportion of entrants are Ulster (99.9), Queen’s Belfast (99.8), Luton (98.6), Wolverhampton (98.5), East London (98.0), Thames Valley (97.9) and Paisley (97.8).

· Universities with the lowest proportion of entrants from deprived areas/’low-participation areas’ are headed by Bristol (4.3%), Cambridge (4.7), Exeter (5.2), Oxford (5.5), University College (London) (5.5), Bath (6.0), Southampton (6.4), Sussex (6.4), SOAS (London) (6.6), King’s College (London) (6.7) and LSE (London) (6.7). Universities with the highest proportion of entrants from these areas are Paisley (34.8), Sunderland (29.2), Glasgow Caledonian (27.4), Abertay (Dundee) (26.9), Wolverhampton (23.5) and Glamorgan (23.3).

· Universities with the lowest proportion of applications from working class households (2002) are headed by Cambridge (9%), Oxford (10), Bristol (11), Edinburgh (13), Durham (14), Newcastle (17), Manchester (19) and Glasgow (20)
· The most over-subscribed courses in recent years (and particularly at the most popular universities) have been in medicine, veterinary medicine or science, dentistry, pharmacy, law, English, drama, history, psychology, philosophy, media studies, cinematics, fine art, journalism, computer science and sports science.

· According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (2003), subjects with the highest proportion of graduates employed in non-graduate jobs are: American Studies (34%), Anthropology (32), Drama and Dance (31), Sociology (29), Linguistics (29), Media Studies (29), Psychology (28), History of Art (28) and Art and Design (28). Universities with the highest proportion of graduates employed in non-graduate jobs are: Surrey Institute (53%), Derby (59), Paisley (59), Coventry (61) and Wolverhampton (61). Universities with the highest proportion of graduates employed in graduate jobs (within six months of graduation) are: Cambridge (91%), Robert Gordon (87), Imperial (86), LSE (86), Aston (85), Surrey (85), UMIST (85), Oxford Brookes (84), Oxford (84) and KCL (83).

· Universities with the lowest percentage of graduates unemployed after six months are: Surrey (2.6%), Gloucestershire (2.7), Robert Gordon (2.8), Cambridge (3.1), Nottingham Trent (3.1), Kent (3.3), Hull (3.4) and Aberdeen (3.6). Universities with the highest percentage were: East London (16.6%), Highlands & Islands (15.0), Middlesex (13.4), Paisley (13.3), Lampeter (12.7), Lincoln (10.8), Goldsmiths’ (10.7), Royal Holloway (10.7) and Queen Mary (10.5).

· Many universities, including most in the Russell Group, have practically equal numbers of women and men studying there, though some have appreciably more women than men, or else considerably more men than women. This does not imply in any sense any discrimination in selection policy, but rather tends to reflect the range of courses on offer at each institution, and the marked appeal of certain subjects to either men or women. In 2003, universities with the highest proportion of male students (on full time or sandwich courses) were: UMIST (69%), Heythrop (London) (65%), Imperial (London) (64%), Loughborough (61%), Heriot-Watt (60%), Portsmouth (58%), Bath (56%), Coventry (56%), Glamorgan (56%), Staffordshire (56%), Oxford (55%), and Salford (55%). Universities with the highest proportion of female students were: Roehampton (Surrey) (74%), Royal Veterinary College (London) (69%), Goldsmiths (London) (65%), East Anglia (64%), Thames Valley (64%), Glasgow Caledonian (62%), Dundee (60%), SOAS (London) (60%), School of Pharmacy (London) (60%), Anglia Polytechnic (59%), Middlesex (59%), Ulster (59%), Bangor (58%), Hull (58%), Robert Gordon (58%), Surrey (58%), Central England (57%), Oxford Brookes (57%), Cardiff (56%), Central Lancashire (56%), Lampeter (56%), Manchester Metropolitan (56%), Nottingham (56%), Stirling (56%) and Sussex (56%).

· Universities with five-star facilities for sport are Bath, Birmingham, Brunel, Central Lancashire, Durham, East Anglia, Edinburgh, Loughborough, Manchester, Manchester Metropolitan, Oxford, Sheffield, Stirling, UMIST and Warwick. The cheapest university-managed accommodation is found at Heriot-Watt, Leeds, Swansea, Aberystwyth, Paisley, St. Andrews, Sheffield Hallam, Ulster, Surrey and Central Lancashire (all between £30 and £40 a week in 2003).

SUBJECT LEAGUE TABLES

The following tables are based on the findings of the 2001 Research Assessment Exercise, and cover most subjects. Three indicators are combined in the exercise – teaching quality assessment (given a weighting of 2.5), research assessment (given a weighting of 1.5) and the average A Level scores of 2001 entrants (given a weighting of 1). In each subject area the ten university departments with the highest overall cores are listed here.

MEDICINE

Oxford, Cambridge, Glasgow, Liverpool, Newcastle, Aberdeen, Manchester, Edinburgh, Southampton, St. George’s Hospital Medical School.

ANATOMY AND PHYSIOLOGY

Loughborough, Bristol, Cardiff, Newcastle, Manchester, Cambridge, Oxford, KCL, Liverpool, Nottingham.

PHARMACOLOGY AND PHARMACY

Cambridge, Manchester, Bath, Queen’s Belfast, Strathclyde, Nottingham, Cardiff, Portsmouth, School of Pharmacy (London), Aston.

VETERINARY MEDICINE (top 5 only)

Liverpool, Edinburgh, Bristol, Glasgow, Cambridge.

DENTISTRY

KCL (London), UCL (London), Manchester, Queen’s Belfast, Sheffield, Leeds, Queen Mary, Wales College of Medicine, Newcastle, Glasgow.

GENERAL ENGINEERING

Southampton, Cambridge, Oxford, Imperial, Durham, Nottingham, Bristol, Strathclyde, Warwick, Surrey.

MECHANICAL ENGINEERING

Imperial, Bristol, Southampton, Nottingham, Bath, Loughborough, UCL, UMIST, Sheffield, Aston. 

CIVIL ENGINEERING

Cardiff, Swansea, Bath, Queen’s Belfast, Nottingham, Imperial, Brisytol, Liverpool, UMIST, Loughborough.

CHEMICAL ENGINEERING

Cambridge, Imperial (London), UMIST, Queen’s Belfast, Loughborough, Newcastle, Birmingham, UCL, Sheffield, Bath.

ELECTRICAL AND ELECTRONIC ENGINEERING

Southampton, Bristol, Imperial, Edinburgh, Cambridge, Queen’s Belfast, Sheffield, Surrey, York, Essex.

AERONAUTICAL AND MANUFACTURING ENGINEERING

Cambridge, Bath, Imperial, Sheffield, Nottingham, Southampton, UMIST, Loughborough, Bristol, Queen’s Belfast.

PHYSICS AND ASTRONOMY

Durham, Oxford, St. Andrews, Warwick, Leeds, Queen’s Belfast, Cambridge, Manchester, Bath, Nottingham and Liverpool.

MOLECULAR BIOSCIENCES

Cambridge, Bristol, Oxford, Bath, York, Durham, Sheffield, Newcastle, St. Andrews, Nottingham.

ORGANISMAL BIOSCIENCES

Cambridge, Oxford, UMIST, Sheffield, Durham, York, Birmingham, Edinburgh, Bath, Dundee.

CHEMISTRY

Cambridge, Oxford, Durham, Nottingham, St. Andrews, Imperial, Bristol, York, Edinburgh, Swansea.

MATERIALS TECHNOLOGY

Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial, Sheffield, Swansea, Surrey, Manchester, Liverpool, Loughborough, Birmingham.

MATHEMATICS

Bath, Cambridge, Birmingham, St. Andrews, UCL, Edinburgh, Bristol, Nottingham, Oxford, Imperial.

COMPUTER SCIENCE

Cambridge, St. Andrews, Southampton, Warwick, York, Bath, Imperial, Oxford, Bristol, Edinburgh. 

GEOGRAPHY

Durham, LSE, Bristol, Cambridge, Oxford, Nottingham, UCL, Southampton, Edinburgh, Loughborough.

GEOLOGY

Cambridge, Oxford, Imperial, Bristol, Liverpool, Leeds, Durham, Edinburgh, Southampton, Royal Holloway.

ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE

Edinburgh, Reading, East Anglia, Southampton, Nottingham, Keele, Salford, Queen’s Belfast, Leeds, Leicester. 

TOWN AND COUNTRY PLANNING AND LANDSCAPE

Cambridge, Cardiff, Sheffield, Nottingham, Reading, Oxford Brookes, Newcastle, Liverpool, West of England (Bristol), UCL.

HOSPITALITY, LEISURE, RECREATION, SPORT AND TOURISM

Loughborough, Bangor, Birmingham, Westminster, Brunel, Liverpool John Moores, Hertfordshire, Sheffield Hallam, Surrey, Durham.

ARCHITECTURE

Nottingham, Cambridge, Sheffield, Cardiff, Bath, Dundee, Newcastle, Liverpool, Edinburgh, De Montfort.

LAND AND PROPERTY MANAGEMENT

Cambridge, Reading, Oxford Brookes, Liverpool John Moores, West of England (Bristol), Kingston, Leeds Metropolitan, Northumbria, Plymouth, Salford.

AGRICULTURE AND FORESTRY

Nottingham, Queen’s Belfast, Reading, Leeds, Newcastle, Imperial, Plymouth, Bangor, Aberdeen, Aberystwyth.

ANTHROPOLOGY

Cambridge, Oxford, St. Andrews, LSE, Durham, UCL, Queen’s Belfast, SOAS, Edinburgh, Manchester.

SOCIOLOGY

Cambridge, Warwick, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, Loughborough, Keele, Sussex, Birmingham, Essex, Brunel.

SOCIAL POLICY

LSE, Leeds, Bath, Loughborough, Edinburgh, Nottingham, Queen’s Belfast, Southampton, Cardiff, York.

ECONOMICS

UCL (London), Cambridge, LSE, Warwick, Nottingham, Bath, Durham, Essex, Southampton, St. Andrews and York.

BUSINESS STUDIES

Oxford, LSE, Imperial, Queen’s Belfast, Aston, UMIST, Lancaster, Warwick, Bath, Nottingham.

PSYCHOLOGY

Nottingham, Cambridge, Oxford, York, Reading, Bath, Cardiff, St. Andrews, Royal Holloway, Loughborough and Bristol.

POLITICS

Oxford, Sheffield, KCL, York, Aberystwyth, Essex, Bath, Manchester, St. Andrews, Warwick.

LAW

Cambridge, Oxford, LSE, Durham, SOAS, Nottingham, Manchester, UCL, Reading, Edinburgh.

EDUCATION

Bristol, Sheffield, Lancaster, Warwick, Leeds, Leicester, Cardiff, Southampton, Keele, Exeter.

HISTORY

Cambridge, LSE, Durham, Oxford, KCL, St. Andrews, UCL, York, Warwick, Oxford Brookes.

CLASSICS AND ANCIENT HISTORY

Oxford, Cambridge, KCL (London), Birmingham, UCL (London), Nottingham, Warwick, Royal Holloway, Reading, Swansea.

PHILOSOPHY

Cambridge, Oxford, Warwick, KCL, Brighton, Sheffield, York, Essex, Manchester, Bristol.

THEOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS STUDIES

Oxford, Cambridge, Manchester, Sheffield, Lancaster, Nottingham, Durham, St. Andrews, Leeds, Bangor.

ARCHAEOLOGY

Cambridge, Exeter, Southampton, Cardiff, Reading, Durham, Leicester, Oxford, UCL, Queen’s Belfast.

ENGLISH

Cambridge, Oxford, York, UCL, Durham, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Royal Holloway, St. Andrews, Warwick.

DRAMA, DANCE and CINEMATICS

Bristol, Reading, Warwick, Lancaster, Kent, Royal Holloway, Hull, Essex, Manchester, Loughborough.

COMMUNICATION AND MEDIA STUDIES

Warwick, Loughborough, East Anglia, Sheffield, Royal Holloway, Goldsmiths, Leeds, Ulster, Westminster, West of England (Briistol).

ART AND DESIGN

Oxford, UCL (London), Leeds, Aberystwyth, Dundee, Loughborough, City, Brighton, Lancaster, Goldsmiths.

HISTORY OF ART

Courtauld Institute, UCL, SOAS, Cambridge, Birmingham, Reading, St. Andrews, Nottingham, Warwick, York.

AMERICAN STUDIES

Warwick, Keele, Nottingham, Manchester, Sheffield, Sussex, East Anglia, Birmingham, Lancaster, Central Lancashire.

MUSIC

Oxford, Cambridge, KCL, Nottingham, Durham, Birmingham, Bristol, Royal Holloway, Queen’s Belfast, Manchester.

FRENCH

Cambridge, Aberdeen, Oxford, Glasgow, Durham, Liverpool, Royal Holloway, St. Andrews, Queen Mary, Warwick.

GERMAN

Exeter, UCL (London), Cambridge, Warwick, Nottingham, Swansea, Durham, Queen Mary, Oxford, Edinburgh.

SPANISH AND IBERIAN LANGUAGES

Cambridge, Hull, Queen Mary (London), St. Andrews, KCL (London), Swansea, Edinburgh, Newcastle, Oxford, Leeds.

ITALIAN

Cambridge, Birmingham, Oxford, Swansea, St. Andrews, Exeter, Bristol, Warwick, Edinburgh, Glasgow.

RUSSIAN AND EAST EUROPEAN LANGUAGES

Sheffield, Cambridge, UCL (London), Oxford, Queen Mary (London), St. Andrews, Bristol, Glasgow, Strathclyde, Wolverhampton. 

10.
THE PROSPECTS FOR GRADUATES

GRADUATE SALARIES AND THE PREFERENCES OF EMPLOYERS

On average, graduates can expect to earn between 20% and 25% more than non-graduates, although there are huge variations in graduate incomes, both in starting salaries and in prospective lifetime earnings. The median graduate starting salary in 2003 was about £19,000, while the average was less than £13,000, reflecting the fact that growing numbers of graduates do not find graduate employment. Research by the LSE (2002) found that male graduates earned on average 48% more than those with no A Level qualifications, and 15% more than those with two A Levels; the equivalent figures for female graduates were 44% and 19%. Graduates from the traditional universities might expect to earn rather more than those from the newer post-1992 universities, though this is not a hard and fast rule; a Warwick University survey (2002) concluded that graduates of the newer universities earned on average 10% less. At the present time lifetime earnings are generally highest for graduates in law, politics, computer science, medicine, mathematics and some sciences. Starting salaries are generally highest for graduates in these disciplines, together with those in electrical and electronic engineering, and medicine-related subjects. The highest salaries are often found for graduates entering management consultancy, information technology, advertising and marketing, financial services, and law and legal services. Average starting salaries (2003) in management consultancy and information technology or computer science were around £22,000 and £20,000 respectively. Starting salaries of over £30,000 (particularly for jobs in the City in financial services) are being paid to 4% of graduates, and one in five starts on at least £25,000, though many graduates are starting on less than £15,000. Average starting salaries for graduates in graduate employment are currently highest in London (£24,000) and lowest in Wales and Northern Ireland (£18,000). 

According to the Association of Graduate Recruiters, average starting salaries for new graduates rose to £20,300 in 2003, an increase of 4.1% in a year. Graduates are, however, finding it harder to secure appropriate work, with vacancies down by 3.4%. One in six employers said they were not hiring any graduates. Employers are receiving an average of 42 applications per graduate job, compared with 37 in 2002. The Association’s survey of 195 employers found that investment banking, computing, oil and media companies all reduced their graduate intakes sharply in 2003. Retailers, telecommunications, transport and construction companies reported the largest increases in recruitment. More than half of all vacancies offered were in London and the South East. The Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services reports that six months after graduation, 35% of graduates were in jobs that did not require a degree.

A book by Phillip Brown and Anthony Hesketh (The Mismanagement of Talent), published in 2004,  provides empirical evidence that 40% of recent graduates are currently in jobs not requiring degree level skills three years after completing their studies. When this is taken into account, the average starting salary for graduates falls dramatically to £12,659 (2003) – lower than in 2002 (£13,422). These trends seem to run counter to government forecasts that 80% of the 1.7 million jobs expected to be created by 2010 will require degree level qualifications, as well as the claim that graduates will earn on average over a working life £400,000 more than non-graduates. The authors maintain that continuing expansion of higher education threatens to leave a large number of graduates on low incomes and possibly unable to repay loans taken out to finance their university degrees. They suggest that Oxford graduates are 29 times more likely to be appointed to ‘traditional’ graduate jobs than are graduates from a ‘new’ university.

Earlier surveys by the Association of Graduate Recruiters (2000, 2002) showed that graduates targeted by the largest employers in various sectors were educated at:

· BUSINESS – Cambridge, Oxford, Imperial (London), Manchester, Leeds, Warwick, UMIST (Manchester), Bristol, Nottingham, Loughborough

· CONSULTANCY – Cambridge, Oxford, Durham, Imperial (London), Manchester, Birmingham

· BANKING AND FINANCE – Oxford, Cambridge, Bristol, Manchester, Birmingham

· INDUSTRY – Cambridge, Imperial (London), Loughborough, UMIST (Manchester), Nottingham

· IT AND TELECOMMUNICATIONS – Cambridge, Warwick, Imperial (London), Oxford, Bath

· LAW – Cambridge, Oxford, Bristol, Nottingham, Manchester

‘Signposts to Employability 2001’ was published by the Independent Performance Indicator Project in 2000. A survey of 253 leading companies revealed that the most employable graduates in particular subjects came from:

· CIVIL ENGINEERING – Loughborough, Heriot-Watt, Birmingham, Leeds, Bath, Bristol

· ELECTRICAL AND ELECTRONIC ENGINEERING – Imperial (London), UMIST (Manchester), Brunel, Bristol, Cambridge, Birmingham

· GENERAL ENGINEERING – UMIST (Manchester), Loughborough, Brunel, Imperial (London), Bath, Nottingham

· SCIENCE – Cambridge, Imperial (London), Oxford, Manchester, Bristol, UMIST (Manchester), Durham

· LANGUAGES – Cambridge, Edinburgh, Oxford, Manchester, Aston, Nottingham

· LAW – Cambridge, Oxford, Bristol, Durham, Warwick, LSE (London), Southampton

· COMPUTING AND ICT – UMIST (Manchester), Cambridge, Manchester, Birmingham, Imperial (London), Bristol

· BUSINESS AND MANAGEMENT – Manchester, Warwick, Bristol, LSE (London), Birmingham, Nottingham

· FINANCE AND ACCOUNTANCY – Manchester, Warwick, Bristol, LSE (London), Birmingham, Cambridge, Oxford

· SOCIAL SCIENCES AND ECONOMICS – Bristol, Oxford, Cambridge, Bath, Edinburgh, Warwick

· MATHEMATICS – Cambridge, Oxford, Warwick, Durham, Nottingham, Southampton

The same survey identified the factors that employers consider to be important when they are recruiting graduates. The results are summarised below, with the proportion of employers seeking a particular quality, skill or attainment appearing in brackets.

· Good oral communication skills (84.8)

· Enthusiasm (83.2)

· Degree class (71.7)

· Problem solving ability (71.2)

· Written communication skills (70.9)

· Personal transferable skills (69.6)

· Work experience (67.9)

· Capacity for teamwork (66.7)

· Numeracy (66.7)

· Business awareness (64.6)

· A Level grades (61.6)

· Computing skills (61,6)

· Self-reliance (53.5)

· Content of degree course (38.0)

· Paid work in gap year (30.4)

· Sport and other leisure interests (29.5)

· Second language (23.6)

· Voluntary work in gap year (21.1)

· GCSE grades (20.7)

· Travel in gap year (13.9)

A paper (Nuffield College, 2004) published by Michelle Jackson, John Goldthorpe and Colin Mills (Education, Employers and Class Mobility) argues that employers are becoming increasingly less interested in formal educational qualifications, in part because of growing scepticism about the value of some degrees from many institutions. An analysis of 5,000 recruitment advertisements, together with interviews with the recruiters, confirmed the growing importance attached to articulacy, confidence, appearance and ‘character’, as well as inter-personal skills such as awareness, attitude, eagerness to learn, communication, and team-working. For example, Marks and Spencer selects its 200 graduate trainees from the 6,000 annual applicants entirely through tests of literacy, numeracy, reasoning and personality; the company takes no account of the class or subject of degree, or the university attended.

A survey by MPW of 105 leading companies underlined the preference of employers for graduates from particular universities. The top twenty cited were: Oxford, Cambridge, Bristol, Durham, Manchester, KCL (London), Birmingham, Nottingham, Exeter, LSE (London), Warwick, Leeds, Southampton, Edinburgh, Sheffield, UCL (London), Cardiff, York, City and Newcastle. Research (2003) by Gavan Conlon and Amaud Chevalier at the LSE found that graduates from the Russell Group of universities earned up to £220,000 more than other graduates over their working lives.

There is a growing salary gap between employees holding first and upper second class degrees and those with lower degree awards. According to research by Gavin Conlon (LSE), a graduate with a first class degree earns on average 12.5% more than one with a lower second, after three years of employment; the premium for graduates with upper seconds is 6%. Nearly 60% of all degrees awarded are now firsts or upper seconds – up by 10% in five years. Graduate incomes are also higher among those who have degrees in law, medicine, economics and mathematics. Graduate recruiters are now looking much more closely at the quality of a degree, and experts expect the earnings gap to grow further as companies become increasingly selective, with automatic rejection for graduates who have not attended a select band of universities, or with degrees below an upper second. Many firms now recruit by online application, and use software that rejects inferior applicants at the first hurdle.

In 2003, six months after graduation, 6.3% of graduates had not found any form of employment; only 2.1% of the 2000 graduates were still unemployed three years later. Only 2.3% of 2002 graduates from the traditional universities had not found any kind of employment after a year, compared with 7.5% of graduates from the newer universities. The lowest levels of unemployment were found among graduates in medicine, dentistry, veterinary science, law, education, civil engineering, mathematics, chemistry, modern languages, economics and physics. The highest levels of unemployment were found among graduates in sociology, environmental sciences, media studies, philosophy, art and design, and history.

11. THE GAP YEAR

UNIVERSITIES AND THE GAP YEAR

Some students (now about one in ten) decide to take a gap year between leaving school and going to university. You complete the UCAS application form in the normal way, indicating that you are applying for deferred entry for one or more of your selected courses.  The number of deferred entry applicants has increased significantly since 2000 to about 30,000 in 2003, some 60% of whom were from the maintained sector, and often representing a response to the growing financial pressures at university.  Another 30,000 applicants choose to submit a UCAS form after they have their examination results and have left school, either for the first time, or else because they are re-applying to university, having received no confirmed offers first time round or, alternatively, having declined all the offers that they did receive. All in all, an estimated 200,000 people aged between 18 and 25 now take some form of gap year, of whom 10,000 are involved in voluntary work.

If you decide to take a gap year, you will come to the next stage of your education a little older, and knowing rather more about yourself and about the world. The greater the maturity you bring to your time at university the more it may benefit you. As Tony Higgins, the former UCAS Chief Executive, stated: ‘Students who take a well-planned, structured year out are more likely to be satisfied with, and complete, their chosen course. Students who take a gap year are often more mature, responsible and disciplined’. A gap year can be the opportunity of a lifetime to do something entirely different, and you could earn a substantial amount of money in preparation for university, or else profit from an unusual, exciting, challenging and probably unrepeatable experience. If, however, your aim is simply ‘to have a rest’ or to engage in a global bar crawl, then a gap year is certainly not for you – it is very much a gap year between school and university, and not a ‘year off’! 

Most university departments approve of students taking a gap year provided that they do something really worthwhile with the time. Most approve of plans which have some relevance to your degree course, or which will offer you a challenge. Some departments, however, discourage a gap year – in particular, a good number of medical schools, as well as some mathematics and science departments. The policy adopted by any given department is normally made clear in the prospectus, but if you are in any doubt then you should contact the relevant department in order to clarify the position before you make your application. Some other departments have become rather wary about the gap year, probably through experience of students who have given little thought to their plans, and who have therefore spent a year drifting around, doing nothing in particular. You must therefore read the relevant sections of the various prospectuses particularly carefully, and approach deferred entry applications (especially for some arts, humanities and social science courses) cautiously at top universities such as Durham, Bristol, Edinburgh and Nottingham – sometimes departments state that they prefer, or even insist upon, students wishing to take a gap year to apply after A Level. In competitive subjects some departments have the equivalent of a quota for deferred entrants.

THE PLANNING OF A GAP YEAR

The planning for a gap year should take place as early as possible, and especially if there will be any fund-raising involved. In any event, application for many opportunities closes in December or January, and so it is sensible to do most of your research during your first year in the sixth form and over the summer holiday at the end of it. This will enable your plans to become more concrete such that by the time you submit your application form to UCAS you have a very clear idea of how you will be spending your gap year, and can therefore make a convincing case for it on your form. Be prepared for questions at any interview! Some students make their decision to take a gap year rather later in the day, and after they have submitted their UCAS form. In this case, you must make contact with any university department to which you have applied, or which has already made you a conditional offer, with a view to altering your year of entry. Evidence of a very worthwhile gap year at an advanced stage of planning might meet with a favourable response, though you should note that departments are under no obligation at all to accommodate such requests. The same is true of a student who requests deferred entry in August at the university where a place has been confirmed; this might prove to be acceptable, though the department in question is at liberty to decline the request, and might suggest that the student should re-apply for the course in the next UCAS round. Post A Level application is, of course, available to any student, and a review of university prospectuses will reveal that several departments prefer it, and in rare cases even insist upon it as an alternative to pre A Level application for deferred entry. It does, however, have the potential disadvantage that you might have to remain available for interviews when you wanted to be abroad or working, while it is also possible that the A Level grades or points required by the department might be higher than in the previous year.

THE CASE FOR AND AGAINST THE GAP YEAR

DISADVANTAGES OF THE GAP YEAR

· You leave university and start work a year later.

· A break from academic study might have negative effects upon motivation at university.

· A lack of forward planning can result in wasted time, frustration and little sense of purpose or achievement.

· It is often expensive to set up if you plan to go abroad (air fares, placement fees, etc.)

· Some students have been known to treat their gap years as extended holidays (according to Kate Simpson of the University of Newcastle).

· Some university departments do not favour, or else are suspicious of a gap year.

· There is a particularly significant financial disadvantage this year, since a student entering university in 2006 rather than 2005 will incur the new top-up tuition fee charge of up to £3,000 a year, compared with the present tuition fee of £1,250 a year for courses starting in 2005. Only students starting courses in 2006 will pay top-up fees, not those already in their second or third years.
ADVANTAGES OF THE GAP YEAR

· To become more mature, self-reliant, confident, and able to cope with life at university.

· To view higher education as a new type of learning, and not simply an extension of school.

· A far smaller probability that you will ‘drop out’ of university.

· To acquire some key life skills or demonstrable employment skills, such as business awareness, communication, leadership, decision-making, teamwork and problem solving.

· To become used to organising your own time and finances, and to using your own initiative.

· To formulate a clearer idea why you want to devote the next three or more years of your life to academic study.

· To gain a recognised qualification.

· To gain first hand experience of possible future careers.

· To explore the world outside school and home, and to meet different people, often through a period spent in another country.

· To become more financially independent at university (the number of students taking pre-university full time jobs rather than travelling rose from 1 in 5 in 2001 to 1 in 3 in 2003, and is forecast to rise still further).

· To do some socially useful work, such as voluntary work or conservation projects.

· A well planned and executed gap year is attractive to many admissions tutors and to very many prospective future employers, who frequently look for non-academic expertise and skills on CVs.

A gap year is recommended for any student who is looking for a stimulating challenge, who is happy in new environments and is willing to adapt to different cultures, who can survive without creature comforts or emotional attachments, and who is, where necessary, prepared to raise the necessary funds (which in some cases might be as high as £5500). There are plenty of exciting options, including paid employment (either in the UK or abroad), voluntary work (either in the UK or abroad), structured work experience opportunities, study opportunities at home and abroad, expeditions and a variety of projects, including teaching and conservation work.  Your school or local careers office will be able to provide you with publications, suggestions and advice, though the onus is on you to do the research, to decide on what you want to do and on why you want to do it, and to get on with the planning and organising. Some particularly good reference books are:

· Opportunities in the Gap Year (Careerscope)

· A Year Off … A Year On (Tessa Doe and Helen Evans; Lifetime Careers))

· Taking a Gap Year (Susan Griffith; Vacation Work Publications)

· Taking A Year Off (Val Butcher; Trotman)

· Making The Most of Your Gap Year (Trotman)

· The Gap Year Guidebook (John Catt Educational)

· Before You Go – The Ultimate Guide to Planning Your Gap Year (Tom Griffiths; Bloomsbury)

· Gap Year Book (Lonely Planet)

SOME POSSIBLE USES OF THE GAP YEAR

An excellent website for those considering volunteer work abroad is www.gapyear.com; it provides copious advice on travel, insurance, accommodation and plenty more. Another site offering the same sort of information is www.studentuk.com; it has a particularly enlightening travel section. Strongly recommended is www.yearoutgroup.org (The Year Out Group: 01963 220036 or 07980 395789), which is supported both by the DfES and by UCAS, and which provides information on some thirty of the most established and reliable gap year organisations. A vast amount of information is can also be found on its Worldwide Volunteering CD-ROM (available from Worldwide Volunteering, Higher Orchard, Sandford Orcas, Sherborne, Dorset DT9 4RP: 01963 220036); the database allows volunteers to match their skills and requirements with over 900 organisations offering UK and overseas projects.  Other useful planning websites are Gap Enterprise (www.gapenterprise.co.uk), Gap Profile (www.gapprofile.co.uk), Planet Reunited (www.planetreunited.com), Worldwide Volunteering (www.wwv.org.uk), www.gap.org.uk, STA Travel (www.statravel.co.uk) and Trailfinders (www.trailfinders.com). A number of organisations and projects worthy of consideration are listed below, with telephone numbers and/or website addresses, though the selection is by no means exhaustive. Some smaller organisations have been known to change their names and locations, or even to go out of business! It should, however, give you some ideas.

· Arthur Andersen. 35 weeks of paid accountancy or consultancy work experience, and a lump sum for travel. (020 7438 3000)

· GAP Activity Projects. 4 to 11 month work placements in 34 countries as teachers, park wardens, farm workers or community workers. An arrangement fee is payable to GAP Ltd. (0118 959 4914; www.gap.org.uk)

· Project Trust. Similar to the above, with volunteers normally required for 8 to 12 months; requires sponsorship of £3,850. 900 projects in 26 countries (including Bolivia) – schools, children’s homes, hospitals, outward bound and environmental projects. (01879 230444; www.projecttrust.org.uk)

· Camp America. 9 weeks in America, helping in camps for young people. Charge of around £400 for flights, visa and insurance. (020 7581 7373)

· Africa and Asia Venture. Up to 4 months, working as voluntary teaching assistants with children in Africa, India, Asia or Mexico. The cost is about £2,500. (01380 729009; www.aventure.co.uk)

· The ‘Year In Industry’ Programme. Financed by the Gatsby Trust and supported by the Engineering Employers’ Federation. A year’s paid (£8,000 to £12,000) and structured experience in British industry or commerce – intended for those going on to degree courses in engineering or sciences. (0161 275 4396; www.yini.org.uk)

· Outreach International.  Work for 3 to 5 months in Cambodia with child victims of landmines, polio or HIV, or in Mexico with disabled children; placements cost about £3,000.  (01458 274957; www.outreachinternational.co.uk). 

· Community Service Volunteers. 4 to 12 months helping deprived or disabled people in the UK. Volunteers are given free accommodation, food and pocket money. (0800 374991; www.csv.org.uk) Also the Prince’s Trust Volunteers and the Winged Fellowship. 

· Laurentian Ski School. Seasonal opportunities in the leisure industry, working as a ski instructor (0800 328 0345; www.skilegap.com). (There are also many other possibilities with other organisations, working in theme parks, etc.).

· World Challenge Expeditions. Combines travel with teaching, community or environmental work, for up to 6 months. Organised by GAP Challenge; requires sponsorship of about £2000. (020 8728 7200; www.world-challenge.co.uk). 

· Raleigh International. 10 week expedition projects in remote parts of developing countries, combining travel with community or conservation work; requires sponsorship of about £3,500. (020 7371 8585; (www.raleighinternational.org). 

· Study Associates International. A year’s study in an American university, possibly through an English Speaking Union scholarship. (www.saiuk.com)

· Euro Academy (minimum of 3 months; 020 8686 2363) or International Language Schools (3 to 9 months; 020 7795 6675) or Language Studies International (020 7467 6506). Intensive language courses abroad.

· Students Partnership Worldwide. Teaching and other village volunteer work (recycling, education, environment and health awareness projects) in rural Africa, India, Asia and Nepal, for between 4 and 9 months. The cost is typically £3,000. (020 7222 0138; www.spw.org).

· Frontier Conservation Environmental and conservation placements in Tanzania, Nicaragua, Vietnam and Madagascar for between 10 and 20 weeks. (020 7613 1911; www.frontier.ac.uk). 

· BUNAC. Working holidays at summer camps in USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand (normally 3 months, though longer periods often available). (020 7251 3472; www.bunac.org.uk).

· Teaching and Projects Abroad. Over 1000 placements in teaching, veterinary or medical work. (01903 859911; www.teaching-abroad.co.uk).

· Trekforce Expeditions. 5 month conservation and community expeditions in Belize, Guyana and Indonesia. (020 7828 2275; www.trekforce.org.uk).

· Quest Overseas. Voluntary work projects, community and conservation projects, and expeditions in Africa and South America. Conservation and community projects, followed by a 6 week expedition. Sponsorship of about £3,500 required. (020 8673 3313; www.questoverseas.com).

· One – to – One. Volunteer programmes in 24 countries, including teaching English, conservation work, care work and health work (the cost starts at about £1000); the organisation offers a weekend certification course for prospective teachers or a 40 hour online course (both £195). (0870 333 2332; www.i-to-i.com)
· Greenforce.  Wildlife conservation, expedition management, survival skills in Peru, Zambia, Fiji, Borneo, Bahamas for 4 to 10 weeks. (020 7470 888; www.greenforce.org). 
· Earthwatch. 140 Conservation projects in 50 countries; most last for 2 to 3 weeks. (01865 318831; www.earthwatch.org).

· International Academy. Training to become an instructor in skiing, diving or snowboarding in Seychelles, Canada, USA, New Zealand (020 2067 2500; www.international-academy.com).
· Ski le Gap. One month and three month programmes; ski and snowboard instructor’s courses (www.skilegap.com).  
· Council on International Educational Exchanges. Work programmes and internships in USA, Canada and Australia for up to 12 months, and study programmes in USA, France and Spain. (020 7478 2020; www.ciee.org).

· Charity and Volunteer Organisations. A useful umbrella site is www.thesite.org.uk – or contact Youth for Britain (01963 220036) or Worldwide Volunteering  (900 volunteer organisations offering 250,000 placements in the UK and in 214 other countries)(www.worldwidevolunteering.org.uk) or Voluntary Service Overseas (three months of teaching or community work in the UK with a teammate from overseas, then three further months on a similar project in your teammate’s country; volunteers must raise £500 towards the cost. (020 8780 7200; www.vso.org.uk). 

· Expedition Advisory Centre (020 7581 2057) or Campus Travel (www.campustravel.co.uk). Extensive travelling and adventure packages.

· Short Service Commissions. 6 to 9 months attachment to the Army or Royal Marines.

· Art History Abroad – a week of preparatory lectures and gallery visits in London, followed by five weeks in Italy (www.arthistoryabroad.com). Other useful organisations with details of language courses abroad are Language Courses Abroad (01509 211612; www.languagesabroad.co.uk) and the websites www.britishinstitute.it, www.caledonianlanguages.co.uk, www.euroacademy.co.uk, www.cactuslanguage.com  and www.ihworld.com. 

· Learn Direct – hundreds of online computer and office skills courses (www.learndirect.co.uk). 

12.
STUDENT FINANCE AT UNIVERSITY

The rules governing student finance changed dramatically following the election of the present Government in 1997 and the publication of the Dearing Committee’s report later in the same year. The rule changes affected both tuition fees and the provision made for student maintenance while at university, and continue to apply to students entering university in 2005. Significant further changes have been introduced for students entering university in 2006.

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

The following notes apply to students in England and Wales planning to enter full-time degree courses anywhere in the UK in 2005. The DfES issues a booklet on student finance each year (Financial Support for Higher Education Students), which gives details of tuition fee eligibility, parental contributions and maintenance loans. The DfES website can be found at www.dfes.gov.uk/studentsupport Somewhat different arrangements apply in Scotland (Scottish students should contact the Student Award Agency for Scotland or the website www.student-support-saas.gov.uk), in Wales (where responsibility for finance has been delegated to the Welsh Assembly) and in Northern Ireland (Northern Irish students should contact the Student Support section of the Department for Education and Learning (Northern Ireland) – the Education and Library Boards’ websites are www.belb.co.uk (Belfast), www.neelb.org.uk (North-Eastern), www.seelb.org.uk (South-Eastern) and www.selb.org (Southern Education)).
TUITION FEES FOR 2005 ENTRY

Tuition fees are paid directly by County or London Borough Education Authorities to universities and colleges. The rules governing eligibility for these fees (or, more accurately, awards) have always been quite complex, change quite regularly and, so far as discretionary awards are concerned, vary from one local authority to another. Awards are available to students who are classified as ‘home’ students and who meet the residential requirements. To be eligible the applicant, regardless of nationality, citizenship or country of birth, must have been ordinarily resident in the UK (or in the Channel Islands or Isle of Man) for the whole of the three years before 1st September for a course starting later in that same calendar year. You must also be living in the UK on the first day of the academic year (1st September) in which your course starts. There are some exceptions – for example, where you can clearly demonstrate that your normal residence outside the country is a direct and unavoidable result of your parents’ temporary employment abroad, or where you are recognised by the government as a refugee.  Your residence for the purposes of the award is your home address and so, if you attend a boarding school, this does not count as your home. You must also have ‘settled status’ – i.e. you are not subject under the 1971 Immigration Act to any reduction in the period for which you may remain in the country. If you are a citizen of another European Union member state then you are also eligible to receive an award; again, you must have lived in a European Union country (now including the ten new member states) for three years before your course starts. UCAS will send you an application form to help with tuition fees when you are offered a place on a course, though you will not be eligible for a student loan. Practically all other students are classified as overseas students, and have to pay their own tuition fees, and always at a much higher level – typically between £8000 and £20000 a year, depending upon the degree course. Detailed information on eligibility is available on the website www.dfes.gov.uk/studentsupport/formsandguides.cfm or on the DfES information line at 0800 731 9133.

There are two types of awards:

· MANDATORY:  Local education authorities in England and Wales are required by law to pay these awards for students on designated courses and who satisfy the qualifying conditions. Designated courses are first degree courses (full time, sandwich or initial teacher training) and Higher National Diploma/Foundation Degree courses. Only if you do not satisfy the residential requirement or (in certain cases) if you have previously received an award can the local authority refuse to pay. Application forms for awards (HE1) are available from the Student Support Office of your local education authority, and you are strongly advised to apply early in the calendar year in which your course will begin. (The form is also available on the student support website, at www.dfes.gov.uk/studentsupport/formsandguides.cfm ).Each LEA has its own closing date for the submission of applications (usually around 14th  March) and you do not need to have received a definite course offer before you submit your application – you simply list on the form all the institutions and courses to which you have applied. In normal circumstances you will receive the LEA’s confirmation of (or decision on) your award by the end of April. You then complete a Financial Assessment form (HE2), which should be returned to the LEA by the deadline, normally around 20th June. Your LEA will then tell you whether you are required to pay any fees and the size of the loan you can receive. In August you should return your Final College Place Form as soon as you have a confirmed place. So do not delay your application for and completion of the various forms; the onus is very much on you! Application forms and Final Assessment forms are also available from the www.dfes.gov.uk/studentsupport website; students from other European Union states should access www.dfes.gov.uk/eustudents for further information.

· DISCRETIONARY:    It is entirely a matter for the local authority to determine whether you are eligible for an award if you do not meet the above requirements because you are not on a designated course. You will therefore need to contact your LEA to outline your personal circumstances and to determine its decision.

The award covers most of your tuition and other course-related fees for which you are liable, and is paid directly to your university or college by the local authority. Since the 1998/99 academic year, however, many students (or their parents) have been required to make a contribution towards the cost of their tuition. In 2004/05 the maximum contribution is £1150 for each year of study for all courses at all universities; the sum is adjusted upwards each year by the government, in line with the inflation rate. In general, wherever parental income (after deducting allowances such as superannuation payments that qualify for tax relief) exceeds £31,231, students are required to pay the whole of the top-up fee. Less is paid (calculated on a sliding scale) where parental income is between £20,970 and £31,231, while no payment is made where parental income is below £20,970. For English and Welsh students on degree courses in Scottish universities a top-up fee of £1,200 is payable for each of the first three of the four years of study. At present English students’ fees for the fourth year are paid by the Scottish Executive, though this concession will shortly be abandoned, with the money saved then diverted to the funding of bursaries for Scottish students studying in England. Scottish students with residences in Scotland do not pay any top-up fee while at university in Scotland, though an endowment of £2000 is payable in the year after graduation. Scottish students studying in England pay the same annual fee of up to £1150 as to do English students. Welsh students currently pay the normal tuition fees at English and Welsh universities; those with a family income below £15,000 are eligible for an Assembly Learning Grant, worth between £300 and £1500. In all cases, students (or their parents) must make their fee contribution directly to the university or college; each institution determines exactly when the assessed contribution must be paid. No government loans are available for the payment of this contribution. No top-up fees are paid by students on medicine or dentistry degree courses after the first four years of study.

Top-up fees were introduced to stave off a funding crisis; the government argued that the salaries earned by graduates are on average appreciably greater than those earned, which justified the decision to require students to make some financial contribution towards the education from which they secure material benefit. The fee income received is ‘reinvested in universities and colleges, to improve quality, standards and opportunity for all in further and higher education’, with resources ‘concentrated on those from less well off backgrounds’. About 40% of all English and Welsh students are in practice required to contribute nothing towards their tuition fees, while about the same number are making the maximum annual contribution. Nevertheless, even the maximum contribution pays for less than a quarter of the actual cost of teaching a student, and this in large part accounts for the future changes in the system of student finance system that will become operational in 2006.

STUDENT MAINTENANCE AT UNIVERSITY FOR 2005 ENTRY

The maintenance element in student finance is designed to cover the cost of your accommodation, books, stationery, equipment, materials, clothing and laundry, together with an allowance for travel, and for expenses in the Christmas and Easter vacations. Since 1999 all maintenance funding has been organised on a loan basis. The Student Loans Company was set up for the specific purpose of making these loans to students. The maximum loan for which a student could apply in 2003/04 was £4000 a year (£3165 for students living at home, and £4930 for those studying in London); a slightly smaller loan sum is available in the final year of study. There is, of course, no obligation to borrow the whole of the permitted loan sum, or indeed anything at all; in these circumstances students are entirely dependent upon their parents or upon other sources of income or savings for maintenance finance. In 2003, the Government announced the reintroduction of the maintenance grant for some students. In 2004 and 2005 students whose families earn less than £10,000 a year are eligible for a maintenance grant of £1000.

You will receive a Loan Request Form from the Student Loans Company at the same time as you receive the financial notification for your award. The LEA will confirm the amount of loan to which you are entitled, and will invite you to choose how much of it you want. You then inform the Student Loans Company of the sum required, and it is paid in three instalments, directly into your bank account. Your entitlement to help towards tuition fees and maintenance loans is assessed in a single means-tested calculation; one quarter of the loan available to you is means-tested. The LEA assesses your parental contribution; the first £1150 of this (in 2004-05) goes towards your tuition fees. Any remaining sum reduces the maximum amount of maintenance loan you can apply to borrow. About 86% of students choose to apply to the Student Loans Company for a loan; the average sum borrowed is currently £10,161. Students from other European Union states are not eligible for any maintenance loan, and so must pay their own living expenses while at university. Students in this category should contact the DfES at Mowden Hall, Staindrop Road, Darlington, County Durham, DL3 9BG (01325 391199) for further information. Overseas students, of course, qualify neither for tuition fees nor for maintenance loans.

Monthly repayments of the student loan begin in the month of April after graduation, and are deducted from your salary by your employer. The loan is free of interest, though outstanding loan balances are revalued on an annual basis in line with increases in the Retail Price Index. The size of monthly repayments depends upon the sum borrowed and on your income from employment; those with lower incomes have longer payback periods, in some cases exceeding twenty years. Repayment levels are based on a percentage of a graduate’s marginal income – in other words income earned in excess of £15,000 a year. A graduate currently pays 9% of his or her income above this level. 

TUITION FEES FOR 2006 ENTRY

The introduction of top-up fees has failed to address the crisis in university funding. In real terms funding per student has fallen by 40% since 1989, even when the top-up fee contribution is taken into account. On average a university receives some £5,500 per student each year, though Universities UK estimates that it costs £8,000 a year to teach a student, and more in science subjects. The Government’s reaction comes in the form of the Higher Education Act (2004), a highly controversial piece of legislation that survived its Second Reading in the Commons by only five votes in January 2004, and even then only after the granting of a number of concessions to backbench critics. The Act introduces major changes in the financial arrangements for students, which come into force for those entering university in 2006. The most important features are as follows:

· Universities will be permitted to charge top-up tuition fees of up to £3,000 a year for any of their courses. This charge will then rise annually in line with the rate of inflation, but no further increase is permitted until after 2010.

· Each university will decide exactly how much it wishes to charge, and must seek approval from the new Office for Fair Access. This in turn requires the university to set out plans to recruit more applicants from the maintained sector and from areas, schools and households with little or no tradition of university application.

· Universities must provide bursaries for students from poorer households, of at least £300 a year. 

· The present up front top-up fee is abolished, and the new fee will be paid directly to the university by the Student Loans Company.

· Students repay the top-up fee in full, together with any maintenance loan from the Student Loans Company (the maximum that can be borrowed each year will be £6,170), after graduation at a rate of 9% on income above £15,000. No repayment is made in any year where income is below £15,000.

· Further repayments are excused after 25 years.

· Students whose parents’ income is below £15,200 repay a maximum of 60% of the fee debt (i.e. £1,800 a year, where the full tuition fee of £3,000 is charged).

· A maintenance grant of £1,500 a year will be provided for students where parental income is below £15,200.

· The effects of the new system will be reviewed by the DfES after three years.

THE FINANCIAL SITUATION OF STUDENTS - NOW

It will be obvious that the financial burden of a university education has been rising for some years, and that it will become still greater from 2006. You must therefore discuss very carefully with your parents your likely financial requirements while at university. Many students are heavily in debt when they leave university. According to a Barclays Bank survey (May 2004), 86% of students were in debt in 2003; the Bank claims that 2003 graduates left university with an average debt of £12,069 (of which £10,161 was owed to the Student Loans Company), up by 10% in a year, and compared with £2,212 in 1994. In the case of medical students, the BMA estimates that the typical fifth year student had debts exceeding £17,000. Many graduates do not earn high incomes when starting work – the NatWest Bank calculates the average starting salary at only £12,659, while the Barclays survey found that only 36% of graduates in 2003 had found employment in their chosen career path, while 18% were in purely short-term employment. It is estimated that some 46% of students are working on a part-time basis while at university or college to help to finance their studies. Three quarters of these students claim that they would be unable to remain at university without such employment; nearly half said they had missed lectures as a result. The National Union of Students has calculated that the average student is left with £29 a week from a maximum loan after paying rent, and estimates that the shortfall between student income and expenditure is £4,400, and rather more in London. In many cases the figure is higher, often because some students do not receive the whole of the expected parental financial contribution. The average debt at the end of the first year is now estimated at £4500 – up from about £3200 two years ago; half of all students have a bank overdraft. It is of course impossible to generalise, since both the circumstances of individual households and the expenditures by individual students while at university vary considerably, but it will be obvious that detailed financial planning and careful budgeting are essential if a huge debt burden is to be avoided after graduation. Yet there has been no reduction in the number of applicants to higher education (indeed applications are running at record levels), though financial difficulties have clearly contributed to the rising number of students dropping out of university, and particularly those from poorer households. 

You should note that students are not normally required to pay the Council Tax. They are not entitled to claim Income Support, Job Seeker’s allowance, Housing Benefit or relief from Value Added Tax on domestic fuel bills. Further information on student finance is available from the National Union of Students, at 461 Holloway Road, London N7 6LJ (020 7272 8900) (www.nusonline.co.uk); from the Student Loans Company, at 100 Bothwell Street, Glasgow G2 7JD (0800 405 010) (www.slc.co.uk ); or from your local education authority.

THE FINANCIAL SITUATION OF STUDENTS - FROM 2006 

The Higher Education Funding Council estimates that 75% of all universities will opt to charge the maximum top-up fee of £3,000 a year for their courses. This would bring in additional income of between £1.5 and £2 billions a year. In many cases the motive will be one of financial necessity, though it is suggested that some newer universities will elect to go down the same route for fear of being seen as second rate. Given the cap on fees until 2010 and the strong likelihood of a top-up fee of £3,000 rapidly becoming the norm, the new arrangements do not really provide or the creation of a market in higher education. Indeed the Russell Group of universities contends that if such a market were permitted to operate, fees would range from £3,000 to £7,250. Professor Michael Sterling, Chairman of the Russell Group and Vice Chancellor of Birmingham University, says that the university sector will still face a financial shortfall of £4,000 per student even after the top-up fees are levied. 

Students clearly face still greater debt on graduation, though the scale of the debt will depend upon course choices and household circumstances. Students from households with incomes below £15,000 will normally find their debt on graduation will be no greater than at present, since they are eligible for a fee remission of £1,200, a maintenance grant of £1,500 and a university bursary of at least £300. This would leave them with a typical debt on graduation of £12,000, while the debt will be significantly smaller than this wherever their university provides a more generous bursary. At the time of writing the Universities of Cambridge, Exeter and Surrey, together with Imperial College, have already announced bursaries of up to £4,000; many other universities are likely to follow. The greatest burden will fall on students from more affluent households (where income exceeds £32,000), since they receive no remission of fees, no maintenance grant and no bursary. A typical student borrowing fees of £3,000 a year and a maintenance loan of £4,930 a year, would leave university with a total debt of £23,790. Assuming a starting salary of £20,000, and rising at 5% a year, the total debt would take 17 years to clear.

Charles Clarke, Secretary of State, argues that a university education remains a remarkably good investment, given that it produces a likely lifetime earnings benefit of some £400,000. He has also declared that universities are not ‘finishing schools’ and that future generations of students may have to be prepared to live at home (already a growing trend) and to work their way through university. Many universities, however, seek to limit the hours of such work during term time, while several more, such as Warwick, prohibit students from taking up part-time work. Nevertheless, the proportion of students with termtime jobs has risen from 4*% in 2002 to 53% in 2003

The key issue for applicants in 2004 is whether or not to defer entry. Students going up to university in 2005 are covered by the existing arrangements, and will not have to pay top-up fees for any year of their course. Students electing to take a gap year and thus going up to university in 2006 are subject to the new financial arrangements. There is likely to be a very significant increase in the number of applications this year for 2005 entry, as students seek to avoid paying the new top-up fees. Recent research by the Liberal Democrats suggests that as many as 67,000 students (of whom 27,000 are in independent schools) are intending to abandon gap year plans and apply for 2005 entry. If this is the case, competition for places will be greater than ever before, and especially at the more prestigious universities, such as Bristol, where at present 25% of students opt for deferred entry. This will in turn place admissions procedures under still more intensive scrutiny.

SPONSORSHIP AND SCHOLARSHIPS

Sponsorship is a term used to describe the support, through financial assistance and practical training, given by some 200 companies and other organisations to students on a degree course. Financial assistance, which is tax free, typically ranges between £1000 and £3000 a year. The student is expected to work for the sponsoring company for part of the summer university vacation, and perhaps for part of a gap year; payment is usually made. There has been a trend decline in the number of companies offering sponsorships over recent years, often because they prefer to sponsor university departments rather than individual students. Nevertheless, sponsorship remains a live option for some students, with most of the companies offering sponsorship advertising the information in the annual publication, ‘Sponsorship and Funding Directory’. The competition is strong, and early application is essential; you are strongly advised to start the process during the summer holiday immediately preceding the submission of your UCAS form. You will find yourself writing to a large number of companies, subsequently completing their application forms and enclosing your CV. Selection is normally through interviews which often take place during the first two terms of your final year at school. To have a realistic chance of success you should be expecting to obtain three B grades or better at A level, while personal qualities and evident leadership potential tend to be very important factors in the selection process.

At the end of your sponsored studies there is no legal obligation for you to work for the company on a permanent basis, nor for the company to employ you, though in some cases it might well be expected and desired by both parties. Companies normally sponsor courses in engineering, science subjects, computing, languages and business studies, though a few will consider other subjects. The armed services offer generous sponsorship for any degree, but with some commitment to service. There are also a few sponsorships for potential accountants and economists of particularly high ability. Sponsored students benefit not only financially but also through access to training and improved employment prospects. The potential drawbacks include restrictions on course choices, loss of autonomy in planning a gap year and in some university vacations, and a possible future employment commitment to your sponsor.

Sponsored students are often taken on by the company on what is termed ‘a thick sandwich’. After completing A Levels you will work for up to a year with the company and then complete your degree course, returning to the company during the summer (and perhaps other) vacation for further work. A less common alternative is the ‘thin sandwich’, where you spend alternating periods of some six months working for the company and for your degree over a period of four, or even five years. Another form of thin sandwich is where you work for the company for the year between your first two years and final year at university. Further details can be accessed at the www.sponsorship.search.org.uk website.

A growing number of university departments responded to the introduction of top-up tuition fees by providing scholarships and bursaries for selected students, partly to offset their additional costs while studying, and partly to entice well qualified applicants. The sums on offer typically range from £500 to £2000 a year, with much of the finance reserved for those studying engineering, physics, chemistry, materials science or mathematics; there are also occasional examples of bursaries for those studying modern languages, music and economics. Several universities make these payments conditional upon A Level examination performance, or on agreement that any conditional offer will be chosen as a student’s firm (or main) offer. The number of universities offering finance of this kind has grown quite rapidly, with much of it earmarked for students from lower income households. There will be a very significant increase in the availability of such funding for students from poorer households from 2006, when all universities charging top-up fees are required to provide bursaries of at least £300 a year; several universities have indicated already that they propose to be far more generous. Further details can be found in the very useful publications, Scholarships and Awards (Brian Heap), Student Support Sponsorship Funding Directory (CRAC/Hobsons), and The Grants Register (Macmillan), and on the database of undergraduate scholarships, at www.scholarship-search.org.uk. 

13.
UNIVERSITY INTERVIEWS

INTERVIEWS AND THE PROCESS OF SELECTION

Most universities and university departments do not use interviews as part of the selection process. The prospectus or website will in each case provide you with the necessary information. You should always assume that any interview will be a critical factor in determining whether you are offered a place on a course, even if it eventually turns out to be little more than a pleasant chat. View it as an opportunity to put yourself across rather than an obstacle course designed to catch you out. Most interviewers have nowadays had some professional training, and without exception they are far more interested in what you know and can do than in what you do not know and cannot do.

An interview is an exercise in formal communication, and with someone you have not met previously. The format varies considerably, as does the length; in some cases, there might be more than one interviewer present, or else you may find yourself being interviewed as part of a small group. The interview might involve some kind of written aptitude test or verbal problem-solving exercise. It is worth reminding yourself that the interviewer has at his or her disposal something that you want – a place on a degree course at that particular university! Given that the number of applicants invariably exceeds the number of places available, the interview acts as a rationing device. The outcome of an interview may determine not only whether you are eventually made an offer, but also the terms of that offer. Stiff offers are sometimes designed to test the motivation of an applicant, while lower offers are often tantamount to a bribe!

WHAT INTERVIEWERS ARE LOOKING FOR

You will be aiming to convince the interviewer of your ability, interest and other qualities, and to find out whether you would like to spend three or four years studying at that particular university. The interviewer in turn is endeavouring to discover whether or not you are a suitable candidate for admission to your chosen course. He or she may seek to establish this in a variety of different ways, and it worth remembering that no two interviewing styles are the same. Whatever form the interview takes it is likely that the interviewer will be looking for evidence of one or more of the following:

· Your intelligence and academic potential.

· Your realism in assessing your likely A Level examination grades.

· Your ability to answer questions coherently, lucidly and thoughtfully

· Your ability to engage in a fruitful discussion.

· Your academic motivation and interest in your chosen degree course.

· Your willingness to think about issues that might be unfamiliar to you, or about unusual applications of ideas that you have studied in A Level courses.

· Your approach to problem-solving.

· Your communication skills, including body language and eye contact.

· Your ability to manage your time effectively and to overcome setbacks.

· Your ability to develop some of the points you made in your UCAS Personal Statement.

· The extent of your commitment to your extra-curricular activities and interests, together with your willingness to make a significant contribution to university life.

· Your overall personality – have you got something about you that sets you apart from the rest of the field? 

All interviewees are likely to be nervous – indeed, this is no bad thing, since being a little on edge is better than feeling comfortable throughout, and your performance will be much better too. 

INTERVIEWERS

Individual subject faculties and departments at all universities where interviewing is part of the selection process will provide you with further information and guidance on the format. Some preparation and practice are essential, and preferably with subject specialists whom you do not know well and who do not teach you. But it is a major error to imagine that your preparation should be confined to such trial interviews. Their purpose is really to apply the finishing touches to your preparation, and to provide you with some experience, advice and confidence. The preparation for an interview is not like the preparation for a test or examination. You can certainly learn something about technique, and about what to do and not to do, but if you have neglected to develop any genuine intellectual strengths and interests over the months before your interviews then you will simply not perform well in comparison with other applicants. The wider your reading and your experience of the subject the more resources you will have to draw upon at interview – and this is especially true for applicants to Oxford or Cambridge colleges. 

You will be aiming to convince your interviewers of your merits; they in turn will be seeking to discover whether you are a strong applicant. It is a myth to suppose that interviews are designed to catch out, upset or even humiliate candidates; many of the questions might be searching and probing, but the process is intended to be an invitation to you to show that you can think for yourself. Some interviewers are more diligent and expert than others, while no two interviewing styles are identical. But all interviewers are looking for academic confidence and potential beyond the confines of AS and A Level specifications, and a wider involvement in the chosen subject, expressed through an interest in new, perhaps unusual and exciting ideas, together with a visible enthusiasm for ‘reading around’ the subject. Any interview will aim to test commitment and motivation, open-mindedness, clarity of thought, powers of analysis and expression, and an ability to argue logically and to defend such arguments. This is why subject interviewers are inclined to pose problems (which may be quite abstract in nature) which may require little or no prior knowledge of the issue, and which might involve an element of lateral thinking. 

You will interview well when you have a genuine enthusiasm and appetite for your chosen subject(s), a clear idea of why you have chosen a particular course, an analytical mind that helps you to react sensibly and in a lively way to the unexpected question, and a diversity of interests and experiences outside the classroom that you can discuss with authority and conviction. You will, however, interview badly if you allow yourself to come across as narrow-minded, smug, thoughtless, parochial, monosyllabic or dull!

ADVICE FOR INTERVIEWS

You will naturally want to create a favourable impression at interview, and there are a number of ways in which you can create precisely the reverse impression!  Try to avoid all of them if you possibly can!

· Dress tidily, though neither formally nor scruffily. Arrive in very good time!

· Prepare what you plan to say if given the opportunity, though not as a script. Well rehearsed answers will appear glib and superficial, and are easy to identify, however apparently spontaneously they are delivered. Moreover, the contrast between these answers and answers given to less predictable questions will reinforce the impression that you have simply been coached, while drawing attention to a lack of mental elasticity. Do not bore the interviewer with a pre-packaged catalogue of knowledge taken straight from your A Level notes!  If you do then you will quickly find that the interviewer changes the subject, or else stops you in your tracks by posing the most inhospitable of questions!

· Adopt a positive approach throughout and keep the conversation going, without trying to dominate it. Think about your responses to questions before you offer answers, and ensure that your answers are audible and coherent, and not dominated by single words or short phrases. The definitive words ‘yes’ and ‘no’ should be used very sparingly. Ensure that your answers address the question posed, and not a related question of your own choice. Be very ready to request that the question should be repeated; indeed, sometimes it is necessary to ask the interviewer for clarification. It is also perfectly legitimate to ask whether your responses are proceeding along the right lines.

· Maintain eye contact and try to avoid any irritating or distracting mannerisms. Do not stop simply because the interviewer is making notes, or not looking at you. 

· Be scrupulously polite and react positively to any points that arise in discussion. When invited to consider a proposition or opinion, do not state that you have no interest in it, that you know nothing about it, or (worst of all) that ‘it is obvious’ that it is right or wrong. Try to put forward answers step by step, using examples and evidence that reinforces each of the points you are making, even if you are sometimes uncertain of your ground or direction. The interviewer is likely to react at most stages of your argument, drawing attention to alternative hypotheses and interpretations, or possible errors of logic, or factual evidence that might support a different conclusion. The interview is not a test of smoothness, and you are not penalised for hesitating or for reconsidering what you have said. But do not suddenly change your ground in the mistaken belief that the interviewer wants to hear something different from what you have already said. He/she is far more interested in whether you can think on your feet, and thus in modification rather than abandonment of argument. Avoid wherever possible the strategy of ‘sitting on the fence’ – reasoned argument is one thing, but being unwilling to reach any conclusions at all is quite another!

· Take every opportunity to demonstrate that you have a mind of your own, but avoid any kind of aggression, arrogance, prejudice or pretentiousness. And remember that there is a critical difference between systematic analysis and repeated assertion. Do not waffle or attempt to bluff. If you do not know the answer to a question, admit it openly – good interviewers will re-phrase it, or else shift the conversation elsewhere. Never claim to have read books where you have only really dabbled or read a summary or review.

· Do not make endless references to the reputation of the university, or to university league tables; never belittle other universities. Do, however, have a very clear knowledge of the course content, and about its distinctive features, including option papers in the second and third years. It is often a good idea, if invited at the end of the interview, to ask questions about some of these option papers, or about methods of teaching and assessment, or about extra-curricular activities. Do not, however, ask trivial questions (such as the location of coffee machines) or questions where the answer is provided in the university prospectus!

· Always remember the ‘golden rule’ – the more general the question, the more specific the answer. Be ready to illustrate your answers with examples taken from your study of the subject, your additional reading and research and your personal experience. It is never enough for the question asking you why you want to study a subject to be met with the response that ‘I’m good at it’ or ‘my teachers suggested it’ or ‘I find it interesting’.

· Recognise that different interviewers adopt very different approaches and styles, and react accordingly. He/she might be chatty, or formal and rather austere, or urbane and avuncular, or somewhat aggressive and combative, or reflective, or not very forthcoming. Recognise the cues and do not be put off! In practice most are extremely pleasant; the only really ‘difficult’ interviewers are those who do not say much at all and who give you little or no feedback on the views you are presenting. 

· Recognise that it is difficult to appraise your own performance at interview, though an interviewer who is becoming increasingly animated is generally a sign that it is going well. In general, the more demanding the questions, the better, since this indicates that you are making significant progress, and that the interviewer is genuinely enjoying the dialogue. Deeper and deeper examination of a particular problem or issue is also a positive sign; conversely, any interviewer who has to move to different and entirely unrelated topics or questions with some regularity is probably becoming frustrated at his/her inability to get a real conversation going.

SOME COMMON INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Think how you would respond to the following questions, at all times answering as positively as you can, and organising your replies in such a way as to invite the follow-up questions that you want.

1. Why did you choose your particular set of A Levels? What do you particularly like about them? How rewarding have you found your study of these subjects? Are there any overlaps between them? (Your answers will give the interviewer an insight into the logic behind your choices as well as an early indication of your academic motivation and of your ability to identify overlapping subject matter, contrasting approaches and areas of study that particularly excite you)

2. What General Studies or Citizenship courses have you taken? What have you gained from them? (Your answers will give you an opportunity to demonstrate breadth of academic interest, so be ready to cite specific examples of topic areas)

3. Why have you chosen to apply to this university? (Your answers enable the interviewer to assess how realistic and how well prepared is your application, and what you have discovered about the course and about the  methods of teaching on offer)

4. Why have you chosen to study this subject? (Your answers enable you to highlight the distinctive features of the course that attract you and to give evidence of your enthusiasm for your subject. Do not simply reply ‘because I’ve been told that it’s the best place to study it’!)

5. How would you define your subject? Why is your subject important? What are the most important current developments in the subject? (A golden opportunity to demonstrate enthusiasm for your subject, illustrating your answers throughout with examples from your reading and study)
6. What grades do you expect to get at A Level? (Your answer will be reviewed in the light of the forecast grades that appear in your UCAS reference, and should therefore be very positive indeed, since this shows determination and self-confidence. It will also be helpful if you are able to point to high scores already achieved in earlier AS units, and are not needing to re-sit modules)
7. What work experience have you had? (All applicants should have organised for themselves some kind of work experience, not necessarily related to your proposed subject; the emphasis in the answer should be on what you learned from the experience. The same approach is required for any holiday employment you might have had)
8. What practical skills have you acquired? (An opportunity for you to identify the most important of these skills (such as ICT competence, public speaking, and organising people or projects) and to give specific examples of their application)
9. Why are you taking a gap year? What are you planning to do, and why? (Here it is important to have at least the broad outline of a plan, and you should explain what steps you have already taken to arrange your project(s), and what you are hoping or intending to achieve. Where appropriate, your gap year plans should be related to your proposed course and/or career. It is vital to avoid references to ‘a year off’, or to offer nothing more constructive than an extended surfing holiday in Australia. Similarly, if you are not planning a gap year, you should be ready to explain why you want to proceed straight to university after leaving school)
10. Do you have any career plans? Do you think you possess the qualities necessary for success in this career? (If you do have very specific career plans, you should be ready to discuss the rationale behind your thinking and to give details of what you have already found out about the career – both entry and further training requirements and nature of the work; relate this to earlier work experience wherever possible, and attempt to show how the skills acquired in university study are likely to be of value, or even ‘transferable’. If you have no specific career in mind, it is probably best to identify one or two possible options, and to stress that you have an open mind)
11. What are you most interested in? (A very general question requiring a very specific answer, in order to elicit suitable follow-up questions that enable you to discuss your extra-curricular activities with enthusiasm and authority. Don’t fall into the trap of producing long lists of such activities, since this suggests a superficial commitment to each of them, and also raises doubts whether academic study is really your first priority)
12. What are you interested in reading? (You should be ready to refer to one or two books that you have recently read, and to describe your reaction. The books do not have to be subject-related, but they shouldn’t be trash! Do not attempt to bluff your way through; if you have not recently read a decent book then you shouldn’t be applying to university!)
13. What is your favourite newspaper? (Regular reading of a quality newspaper is essential, and you should be ready to identify and to discuss your favourite regular columnists in this newspaper – and preferably not sporting columnists)
14. How much overseas travelling have you done? (Another opportunity to outline what you have learned in your travels, and to ensure your answers are sensible – avoid vague references to ‘different cultures’ or to beach facilities and comparative bar prices!)
15. What are your views on XYZ topic? (Questions on contemporary political, social and moral issues are quite common, and this implies that you should have an informed interest in domestic and foreign affairs. The questions may be entirely unrelated to your proposed subject of study, and are designed to establish whether your interests extend beyond the purely parochial, so avoid prejudice and ill-informed blather at all costs)
16. What, in your view, is the purpose of a university education? (Think very carefully about this question before you go up for interview, since the answer is not simply ‘a passport to a well paid job’ or ‘a chance to have a really good time’!)
17. What do you think you can offer this University? (An opportunity to demonstrate your capacity for hard work, commitment to your chosen subject, likely enjoyment of university life and enthusiasm for participating in a range of activities. Explain how you think university will enable you to develop as a creative, thoughtful individual. It is a chance to project self-confidence, and to show that you are comfortable with being challenged. This is a very common question, as is the rather more aggressive alternative version – ‘Explain why we should offer you rather than someone else a place’ – which calls for the same (and impeccably well mannered) response)
18. What have you enjoyed most at school? (Be positive throughout)
19. What positions of responsibility have you held? (Ensure that in your answer you explain what you have learned from any such positions; the question is really designed to establish your views on leadership and teamwork)
20. Are you good at working on your own? Do you set and meet personal targets? Describe a situation where you were put under pressure – how did you react? (The answers the first two questions are, of course, yes – but be ready to offer examples where you were flexible in your approach in the light of changing circumstances or unexpected difficulties)
21. How would your best friend/teachers describe you? What do you think are your greatest personal strengths and weaknesses? Describe an achievement that you are proud of. (Be honest and realistic, though always accentuate the positive; this is often an opportunity to introduce a little humour into the conversation. As for achievements, try to think of something fairly unusual, and don’t simply talk about passing examinations. Mastering an extremely demanding book is not a bad option)
22. How do you think you will change over the next three years? Where do you see yourself five or ten years from now? (This is really a summary of several of the earlier questions, so have your ground prepared well in advance)
SUBJECT INTERVIEW STRATEGY 

You cannot predict in advance what questions you will be asked in an interview, since these are determined by the interviewer, and will vary enormously from place to place and from subject to subject. They may also be influenced by the content of your UCAS Personal Statement, by points appearing in your school reference, by any preparatory work or questionnaires you might have been asked to submit, by the particular interests of the interviewer and, above all, by your responses to other questions. At least some of them are likely to invite you to consider ideas and applications that you have not previously encountered, while many of them will not necessarily have right and wrong answers. The advantage of prior preparation (including any trial interviews at school) is that you will have resources upon which to draw, and this is particularly important when you wish or need to illustrate a point you are making. The primary purpose of trial interviews is to introduce you to the type of questions often asked by interviewers, and to provide you with experience of how to handle them, as well as with a measure of confidence. Interviews in science-based subjects are likely to test factual knowledge at some point, though the emphasis is likely to be on how well you can grapple with unusual or unfamiliar problems. In any subject the interviewer will want to see how you approach a question and may not be particularly concerned about the conclusion that you reach or in the views that you might express on this or that contemporary issue. Together with your enthusiasm for your chosen subject and course, it is often the quality of your thinking and your reasoning that turns out to be the decisive factor. Some advisors have been known to use the ‘onion metaphor’ – in other words, if the discussion is going really well (and the interviewer is enjoying it) the questioner will seek to peel off successive layers of skin, in the process seeing quite how far you are able to take the argument. On occasions the student might even teach the interviewer something new, though don’t bank on it!

Always try to illustrate your answers with specific examples, and especially where they provide some kind of contrast. This shows that you recognise that there may be no easy or definitive answer to the question, and also highlights commitment to independent reading and research. Pay particular attention to the wording used in the questions, and be ready to make an attempt at defining the more technical, general or contentious of these words with a view to establishing some common ground before going on to any discussion of the issue. This approach has the benefit of eliminating most, and probably all, of the potential ambiguities and misconceptions, for there is nothing worse than a discussion where the participants are operating at cross purposes. This technique also gets across the fact that you have an orderly mind and that you value clarity. Think very carefully whether you are being confronted with an undisputed fact in need of explanation, a familiar or unorthodox hypothesis, or a value judgement that might or might not be subject to empirical verification. See if there are unstated assumptions behind the proposition presented or implied in the question, and identify them at the earliest opportunity. Above all else, search for the underlying principles to which an appeal could be made in answering a question or in assessing a proposition; recognise also that, in subjects such as history, economics and english, these principles may frequently come into conflict, and that it is this that is at the heart of the problem or dilemma. 

14. APPLYING TO OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE

OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE COURSES

Applications for undergraduate admission at Oxford and Cambridge are made to the individual colleges, and not (as is the case at most other universities) to the subject faculty or department. There are 30 colleges admitting undergraduates at Oxford, of which St. Hilda’s (currently) admits only women. There are 25 colleges admitting undergraduates at Cambridge, of which New Hall and Newnham admit only women. You cannot apply to both Oxford and Cambridge in the same year unless you are applying for an organ award or you are applying to Homerton College, Cambridge for a BEd course. Both Oxford and Cambridge Universities issue Undergraduate Admissions Prospectuses each year (in March or April) and these should be consulted for detailed information about admissions procedures and colleges. The Oxford Admissions Prospectus can be obtained by writing to the Admissions Tutor of any college, or to The Schools Liaison Officer, at the Oxford Colleges Admissions Office, Wellington Square, Oxford OX1 2JD. (e-mail: rachael.durrant@admin.ox.ac.uk). The Cambridge Admissions Prospectus can be obtained by writing to the Admissions Tutor of any college, or to the Cambridge Intercollegiate Applications Office, at Kellet Lodge, Tennis Court Road, Cambridge CB2 1QJ. (e-mail: ucam-undergraduate-admissions@lists.cam.ac.uk).  Individual colleges normally also produce their own prospectuses, and these are readily obtained by writing to the relevant Tutor for Admissions. 


In addition to single subjects, Oxford offers a large number of joint honours courses, where two (or even three) subjects are studied at the same time. The Tripos system at Cambridge allows students to take successive parts of the same course (Part I and Part II) or to take two distinct subjects sequentially – i.e. a two year study of Part I of one subject (such as Mathematics) followed by Part II of another (such as Law or Social & Political Sciences), or a one year Part I of one subject followed by a two year Part II of another subject. There are no joint honours courses at Cambridge, while some colleges do not admit students for particular degree courses. All courses at ‘Oxbridge’ are designed to enable students to bring their minds to bear on all sorts of issues in a dispassionate, though by no means uncommitted, manner; the method of teaching (university lectures, combined with highly personalised tutorials in Oxford colleges or supervisions in Cambridge colleges) aims to achieve a balance between imparting information and skills and empowering students to use that information and these skills.

OXFORD AND CAMBRIDGE TEACHING

Before deciding to make an application to Oxford or Cambridge you should be confident that the very different arrangements made in these universities for your teaching and learning appeal to you, and that you will be able to thrive in a college-based environment. The Oxford and Cambridge terms are shorter than in other universities, which means that academic life moves at a considerable pace. The faculties in both universities organise a lecture programme, which is published on a termly basis, and is designed to provide you with a mix of information and ideas relevant to the prescribed course ‘syllabus’ and thus to each of the examination papers you will be sitting. Some lecturers will provide you with printed handouts, or else will publish copies of their lectures, together with other materials, on the university website. Attendance at lectures is seldom obligatory (except in most science faculties), but it is strongly advised, since they provide focus and perspective, and also cover a great deal of important ground. In your first year you are likely to be offered between five and ten lectures each week. Your teaching for each of the papers is arranged by your college, and you will meet with your Oxford tutor(s) or Cambridge supervisor(s) quite regularly – typically for an hour at a time and perhaps on two or three occasions each week. Normally, tutors and supervisors see students in groups of two or three, though one-to-one meetings are not unknown. Many colleges also arrange tutorial classes for larger groups, and especially as the examinations draw near; these offer an opportunity to go over issues raised in university lectures or to tackle problems that have been set by lecturers. Your tutors or supervisors (usually in conjunction with a Director of Studies or equivalent) are responsible for determining your programme of academic work and you are responsible for its delivery. They will set written work on a regular basis, and will provide you with appropriate reading lists; you then organise your own schedule and either submit the required written work prior to the tutorial or supervision, or else bring it with you. There you will be able to consider your most recent work in detail, reviewing answers and raising points in discussion; the success of this approach, and your learning progress, depend upon thorough preparation and upon the active exchange of ideas. You will derive the maximum benefit from tutorials and supervisions only if you have completed in advance the tasks assigned, together with the accompanying reading. The most successful Oxbridge students are those who are particularly well organised (itself a function of motivation), and who are willing to test out ideas in discussion. The purpose of tutorials and supervisions is not therefore to accumulate information or to engage in detailed note taking, but rather to allow you to develop independence of mind, articulacy, and the ability to think on your feet, as well as resolving difficulties and misconceptions. 

APPLICATIONS AND OFFERS  

To apply to Oxford or Cambridge you must complete the application form issued by your chosen university as well as the standard UCAS form. The Oxford form is sent to the Oxford Colleges Admissions Office; the Cambridge form is sent to your chosen Cambridge college. In all cases the forms must be received in Oxford or Cambridge, and by UCAS, by the closing date of October 15th. As is the case for any other university, you may apply for deferred entry, an option exercised by about 13% of applicants in a typical year. Note, however, the preference for immediate entry expressed by the Mathematics Faculty at both universities. It is also possible to make a post A Level application to either university in the term following the publication of A Level results -– either for the first time, or as a second attempt. In all such cases applicants must withdraw from UCAS and complete a new UCAS form in addition to the Oxford or Cambridge form. Detailed information about application may be found on the two university websites (www.cam.ac.uk and www.admissions.ox.ac.uk). Note also that Oxford opened an Admissions Information Centre in the city in 2002.

You must be admitted as a member of a college at both universities. You may only nominate one college on your application form. Details of the colleges can be found in the university prospectuses and on their websites. Most faculties  also issue prospectuses, which can be found on their websites. You may make an Open Application to both universities, in which case you are allocated a college; about 11% of applicants at Oxford and 8% at Cambridge submit Open Applications. There are special arrangements made for students applying for choral, organ and other instrumental awards; full details of the application procedures are published in the two university prospectuses

Oxbridge application is undeniably designed for the bright and highly motivated student. The competition for places at all colleges is stiff, and particularly so in subjects such as medicine, law, economics, computer science, veterinary medicine and architecture. There are nowadays no formal entrance examinations (but see later); you win a place if a college makes you a conditional offer and if you then go on to satisfy the terms of that offer. Interviews at both universities take place in the colleges in December; the timetables are published in the prospectuses. Conditional offers at Oxford are normally made just before Christmas and those at Cambridge shortly after Christmas. The most common Oxford offer is AAA or AAB (or AAB in Advanced Scottish Highers, with 6 or 7 specified in one or more subjects at the higher level).  The offer at Cambridge might be AAB, AAA or even more (or AAB in Advanced Scottish Highers or  equivalent); IB offers are usually made at the level of 7,7,6 or 7,7,7 in the higher level subjects, with overall scores between 36 and 40 points); a few outstanding Cambridge applicants receive a matriculation (i.e. EE) offer. Colleges at both universities can and do modify their conditions to reflect the circumstances of individual applicants, with lower offers made to some applicants whose potential has not been realised at school. Any applicant who is taking a ‘non-standard’ combination of A Level subjects should approach the chosen college at an early stage to establish whether it will be acceptable.

For many subjects at Oxford (and in a growing number of colleges and subjects at Cambridge) applicants are required to submit examples of work done at school in advance of the interviews, and usually by 15th November. This normally, though not always, takes the form of two marked essays, or equivalent pieces of work, at least one of which must be in the subject of application, or in a related subject. For several years, many colleges have often set written tests (of perhaps one hour in length), which are sat at the time of interview, and which are designed to establish an applicant’s suitability for the course through testing qualities such as conceptual awareness, lateral thinking and analytical ability. 

Conditional offers differ between colleges, and indeed between subjects within each college. Most colleges operate on the basis of stiff ‘cover ratios’ (i.e. the number of conditional offers made is not significantly greater than the number of places available), while a declining number have more generous cover ratios and therefore tend to make more exacting offers, effectively using A Level examinations as a rationing device.

There is a ‘pool’ arrangement at both universities, though the format is rather different at each. At Oxford, the Admissions Office will confirm your college of preference and will also notify you of the names of two further colleges which will also consider your application; these are likely to be colleges where the ratio of applications to places is lower than the average for the university in that subject, and the effect is to even out the distribution of applications across colleges. You may or may not be required to attend interviews at one or both of these colleges (or, indeed, at other colleges); you will be told when you go to Oxford for your interviews at your first choice college. You might therefore be in Oxford for three or four days, and you might eventually receive an offer from any of the colleges where you were interviewed. In a typical year, about 15% of the successful applicants applying to over-subscribed colleges are eventually placed at other colleges. At Cambridge you are interviewed only at your chosen college, and here a small Winter Pool operates in January for applicants who have not received offers from this college but who have been recommended for consideration by other colleges. Applicants are informed whether they have been placed in the pool and may or may not be called back to Cambridge in January for a further interview by any college which has not filled its quota of places. In 2003 15% of those entering the university were admitted through the Winter Pool. Cambridge also operates a small Summer Pool where candidates who have narrowly missed the conditions of their offer are occasionally called up for interview by another college. Note that neither university enters the Clearing system, and that no new places become available after A Level results are published. 

IS APPLICATION A REALISTIC PROPOSITION?

Entry to Oxford and Cambridge is a difficult proposition, though it must be remembered that nearly 7000 applicants to the two universities are successful each year. To win a place you need not only natural ability, but also clear focus, preparation (by way of very considerable reading around the subject) and personal determination. Applicants should normally be confident of achieving A grades in all A Level subjects (or at least AAB), while it is also an advantage to have A or A* grades in most of their GCSE subjects, as well as some high scores in AS Level modules.  In 2003 Cambridge was the first university to require applicants to provide a breakdown of their AS examination paper marks on the application form in order to assist in the discrimination between the thousands of applicants forecast to achieve A grades in all A level subjects. Over 7,000 applicants in this category are rejected each year at Oxbridge, and the number is rising quite alarmingly. A Level grades alone are not always the best indicator of either potential or enthusiasm; indeed, there is little evidence of any direct correlation between A Level grades and final degree results. The number of A grades awarded has risen significantly (to nearly 22% of all the grades awarded, compared with 12% a decade ago) in recent years, while some 20,000 A Level candidates achieve AAA or higher – in other words, well over twice the number admitted to Oxford or Cambridge each year. Therefore, a number of other factors also influence the decisions made by Admissions Tutors, and these include your performance at interview, the content of your Personal Statement (Section 10 of the UCAS form), any additional information you have chosen to provide on the Oxford or Cambridge application form, the reference from your school and, in a number of subjects and colleges, admissions test exercises. Any evidence of acquiring and developing key skills might also be important – skills such as communication, numeracy and ICT, group working, personal target setting and initiative (including reading and research), and the ability to analyse and to find solutions to problems. 

Admissions tutors are looking for potential for further intellectual development, personal motivation, evidence of a deep commitment to your chosen subject, and basic ‘teachability’. They need to be satisfied that you will be able to cope with a very demanding course and with a teaching system that depends to a large extent on individual initiative.. It should also be noted that extra-curricular interests and achievements, while valuable, are never a substitute for academic motivation and intellectual curiosity. These activities are looked upon favourably, but only in as much as they provide evidence of energy, perseverance, self-discipline and effective management of time. The well drilled ‘all rounder’ has no prospect of entry, while family connections are wholly irrelevant to the process of selection.

Contrary to reports that appear periodically in the press, colleges admit students strictly on merit, and based as much on their evaluation of potential as on formal academic achievements. In recent years, there has been an increase in the number of applicants to both universities (to 13,167 at Oxford and 14,952 at Cambridge in 2003/4). The number of women applying is increasing, as is the number of applicants from the maintained sector, but colleges do not operate on a quota basis, be it gender or type of school. Both universities are however making considerable efforts to encourage more applications from groups that are currently under-represented – including ethnic minority students, students from outside the South East of England, and students from schools with little or no previous history of application; this in fact pre-dates the present government’s insistence that all universities should widen access.  The aim of the colleges has, for many years, been to attract a wider pool of applicants from which to select, and there is no significant evidence of discrimination in favour of, or against any particular group of applicants. As one wholly typical Cambridge college prospectus puts it: ‘We welcome all applications and our past record shows that we do not discriminate on grounds of educational background, political or religious views, race, sexual orientation or social class. What is important is intellectual ambition; you must enjoy studying hard and being stretched to the limit of your abilities’. There are summer schools at Oxford (sponsored by the Sutton Trust) organised in a variety of subjects for sixth form students from the maintained sector; an Open Day (organised by the student union) for women only; and an Access Scheme, featuring a number of projects, including school visits, open days, shadowing programmes and summer schools, and with an emphasis upon inner-city schools and the encouragement of applications from ethnic minorities and from non-traditional Oxford backgrounds. Similarly, Cambridge has a ‘Target Cambridge Scheme’ (organised by the student union), where present undergraduates return to schools and colleges in their own area to discuss life at, and applications to Cambridge, as well as summer schools and a Special Access Scheme (CSAS) which focuses upon schools and colleges with little or no previous experience of Cambridge application. There is also a Group to Encourage Ethnic Minority Applications (GEEMA), supported by all the colleges, which arranges an Open Day, as well as visits to schools and visits to Cambridge by potential students from ethnic minorities. Applications and admissions statistics for the independent and maintained sectors can be accessed at www.ox.ac.uk/gazette/2003-4/supps (Oxford) and at www.admin.cam.ac.uk/reporter/2003-4/special (Cambridge).

One college prospectus describes in detail what admissions tutors are looking for – ‘evidence that the candidate is genuinely interested in, and enthused by ideas and issues involved in the subject; signs of an ability to focus precisely on topics, to grasp what the problems are in particular areas, and to rigorously analyse and understand the way that different arguments move to resolve these difficulties; preparedness to think for themselves, to try out options, and to examine carefully their own intuitions; in short, candidates must demonstrate strong motivation, analytical rigour and intellectual creativity’, adding that the college is ‘able to discriminate between the genuinely talented and the merely well-trained’. Or to quote an Oxford Admissions Tutor: ‘We want two things from our students – ability and commitment. Tutors are not so much interested in what you know, but how you apply that knowledge, whether you think independently, and can develop arguments. The only thing the students have in common is intellectual energy and drive – there is no such thing as a typical Oxbridge student’. 

HOW METHODS OF SELECTION ARE CHANGING

Selection methods do not, however, remain static. It is now universally and publicly acknowledged that performance in A Level examinations is too blunt a measure to allow colleges to distinguish between the potential of applicants. Colleges have therefore devised and published Admissions Criteria or Student Entry Profiles, in an effort to make the whole process more transparent and increasingly accessible. The incidence of the traditional ‘Standard’ Offer will decline still further in the years ahead, with many more colleges certain to set the tougher conditional offers for applicants from the independent school sector that have become common. Several colleges already send selection questionnaires to applicants; these elicit information about teaching arrangements and the accompanying preparation (for example, whether special ‘Oxbridge classes’ are available in an applicant’s school). They therefore constitute something of a screening exercise, and might well influence the interview agenda. 

Entrance tests are on the increase, and may well shortly become the norm. Applicants to both universities in Medicine (and to Cambridge in Veterinary Medicine) are required to sit the Biomedical Admissions Test (BMAT) at school in November. The exercise consists of a 60 minute test of aptitude and skills, a 30 minute test of scientific knowledge and a 30 minute writing task.  Both universities (in company with a number of other universities) are using the new National Admission Test for Law (LNAT) (also sat in schools) to pre-select applicants for Law. Oxford has now introduced its own entrance test for applicants in History, which will be sat in schools in November, allowing admissions tutors to decide which applicants they wish to invite for interview. The test will present students with a text to analyse in order to assess whether they have the skills required for studying History. A similar test for applicants in English will be introduced for the 2005 admissions round, while a dedicated test for PPE applicants is also in the pipeline. Many Cambridge colleges have introduced the Thinking Skills Assessment Test (TSA) for applicants in Computer Science, Economics, Engineering and Natural Sciences, taken during the December interview period. The TSA requires applicants to answer 50 multiple choice questions in 90 minutes, with equal numbers of questions devoted to Critical Thinking and Problem Solving. Detailed instructions and sample papers can be found on the www.tsa.ucles.org.uk website. Most Cambridge colleges require applicants in Mathematics to sit the STEP examination, taken at the end of the  A Level ‘season’. 

Following the abolition of STEP (except in Mathematics) both universities initially welcomed the introduction of Advanced Extension Awards (AEAs), which are available in all mainstream subjects, and which are designed to identify those students who are capable of making connections between different elements of a subject. After a small initial take-up, AEA entries are now rising quite rapidly; from 2006 it is intended that they should qualify for UCAS points. While applicants naturally cannot be obliged to sit these papers (and provision for sitting them is not made at all schools), those who choose to do and who are predicted excellent results could be at an advantage in the Oxbridge selection process. You should certainly think seriously about entering for an AEA examination should the opportunity arise. 

SOME STATISTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Both universities admit between 3000 and 3500 applicants in a typical year. The ratio of applicants to places is far lower than at institutions such as Bristol, LSE and Nottingham, in large part because the application cohort is self-selecting. At Oxford about 48% of applicants come from the maintained sector and 32% from the independent sector; most of the remainder are overseas applicants or from further education institutions. About 48% of successful applicants come from the maintained sector and 40% from the independent sector, with the former figure  slowly rising, and the latter figure steadily falling. At Cambridge the pattern is very similar, with about 48% of applicants from the maintained sector and 32% from the independent sector; about 49% of successful applicants come from the maintained sector and 39% from the independent sector; again the former figure is slowly rising, while the latter is steadily falling. The average UCAS points tally for successful applicants in 2003 was 29.7 at Cambridge and 29.6 at Oxford – in other words, a shade below AAA. Some 91% of successful applicants have three A grades or better.

Research published by the Higher Education Funding Councils reveals that both universities missed their imposed ‘targets’ for admissions from the maintained sector; indeed the proportion of applicants from the maintained sector who started degree courses at Oxford fell a little in 2003. Between 2000 and 2002, 51% of those admitted to Oxford came from the maintained sector compared with a target of 67%; the equivalent Cambridge figure of 52% also fell short of the target of 65%. There is also concern about the proportion of students admitted who are ‘working class’ (C2DE social groups) – only about 9% at both universities. These statistics do not take into account the subsequent efforts made by both universities to widen access; their own declared policies, together with the monitoring by the new government Office For Fair Access will ensure that both universities will come closer to reaching their ‘targets’ in the years ahead, especially since permission to charge top-up fees of £3,000 a year from 2006 is conditional upon satisfying the regulatory body that the universities are making strenuous efforts to encourage applicants from a wide range of backgrounds.

Oxford and Cambridge universities are also now required to reveal which of their colleges tend to accept a disproportionate number of applicants from independent schools. The Oxford colleges with the highest intake from independent schools (as a proportion of those admitted) in recent years have been Oriel, St. Edmund Hall, Brasenose, Trinity, Pembroke and Lady Margaret Hall, while the lowest intake has been at Mansfield, St. John’s, Wadham, Keble and Merton. At Cambridge the colleges with the highest percentage of applications from the maintained sector have been King’s, Fitzwilliam, Churchill, Clare, Newnham, Robinson, Girton and Queens’. Colleges with the lowest percentage of applications from the maintained sector were Magdalene, Peterhouse, Gonville & Caius, Downing, St. Catharine’s, Trinity, Jesus and Trinity Hall. Colleges with the highest percentage of admissions from the maintained sector were King’s, Robinson , Fitzwilliam , Clare , Newnham, Girton, Churchill and Jesus. Colleges with the lowest percentage of admissions from the maintained sector were Gonville & Caius, Peterhouse, Magdalene, Trinity, Downing, Selwyn, St. John’s, Pembroke and Trinity Hall. Such statistics should of course be treated with caution, not least because there are sizeable annual fluctuations, while colleges with the highest proportion of applicants and admissions from private sector schools, and very much under the microscope, are already making conspicuous efforts to increase their intake from the maintained sector and from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Your choice of subject(s) will frequently dictate your choice of university, since the courses on offer at Oxford and Cambridge differ quite markedly. Look closely at the content of the courses that attract you, seek out advice, and then make a decision as soon as possible, since the earlier you start on some focused preparation the better. Note also that some colleges (particularly at Oxford) do not offer all subjects. Much is often made of the choice of college, and it is certainly the case that many applicants devote too rather much time to the decision. Some research is of course advisable, and you should consider factors such as location, size, age, accommodation and other facilities, aesthetics, social mix, number of tutors in a subject, availability of financial assistance, attitude to a gap year and, where appropriate, your school’s previous record of success. Look at the admissions statistics by all means, but do not allow them to dictate your choice. College admissions requirements and policies do not differ significantly, while the advice offered in one prospectus is salient – ‘don’t agonise too long over college choice; colleges are more alike than they are different’. Time is better spent on academic reading and research, since the greater your exposure to exciting and unusual ideas and perspectives the better is your preparation for interviews and tests, and the more likely it becomes that you will secure a place. 

WORK SUBMITTED TO COLLEGES IN ADVANCE OF THE INTERVIEW

Oxford colleges often request samples of work to be sent prior to the interview season; the normal closing date is 15th November. Many Cambridge colleges nowadays do likewise. This is yet another part of the selection process. The precise nature of any work to be submitted is specified in the subject entry in the Undergraduate Admissions Prospectus and often consists of two marked essays (or equivalent work), sometimes in contrasting subjects, and written under timed conditions in at least one case. This work may or may not be discussed at your interview, though you should always assume that it will be. You must therefore keep a copy and be intimately familiar with what you wrote. The official line is that the selected pieces should reflect your ability and should be indicative of how you are developing through your A Level courses – in other words, they should be entirely typical of your academic performance in the subjects concerned. Many applicants disregard this advice, instead opting to produce work ‘specially for the occasion’, going through several drafts before arriving at the definitive and highly manicured article. In general this is remarkably poor strategy since it misses the point of the whole exercise and is instantly detectable, especially where a great deal of the material is derived directly from a book or from a website. Instead you should aim to submit examples of what you consider to be your best work, written in the normal course of events and only re-written if you feel the need to add a little polish. It follows that the planning of this exercise should take place long in advance, and always in consultation with your teachers. Clearly you should ultimately choose work that focuses on topics that stimulate you most, but the selection should be made from a broad range of such work. Neither should you necessarily send the work for which you have been awarded the highest marks, for it is possible that this will leave little room for discussion. The secret is to choose essays which have an unusual or provocative title, where the need to devise, and to then operate within, an analytical framework is paramount, and where the teacher’s appraisal of the quality of the work has taken the form of a dialogue, and one conducted on paper. In much the same way as Oxbridge dons tend to evaluate the essays of their students your teacher(s) should have drawn attention to alternative hypotheses and conclusions, additional information or ideas you might profitably have considered, and areas where your treatment of the arguments or material might be regarded as contentious or incomplete. At the same time, they should have identified interesting or unusual approaches, connections and applications of theory, as well as some examples of independent research. The criteria for assessment of the work submitted differ from subject to subject, but tend to include: a clear knowledge and understanding of the selected topic; careful attention to the demands of the question posed; analytical rigour; the ability to reason effectively, to construct a coherent line of argument, and to present it with clarity; some evidence of independent research and plenty of evidence of independent thought. 

TOP-UP FEES AND BURSARIES

Both universities have already stated that they propose to charge the maximum allowable top-up fee of £3,000 a year for all courses from 2006. Cambridge University has also announced that it will provide a bursary of £4,000 to each student from a low-income (below £15,200) household who is eligible for the proposed £1,500 maintenance grant from the government, and a tapered bursary of up to £4,000 for all students where household income is below £35,000. The £7.9 million annual cost will be financed in the first instance through fee revenues. A similar announcement by Oxford University is expected.

15. APPLYING TO AMERICAN UNIVERSITIES

THE SAT TESTS

There are over 3,600 universities and colleges in the United States, generally offering four year degree courses. If you want to apply to American universities, either instead of, or in addition to applying to UK universities, you should have made up your mind before the end of your first year in the sixth form, and should have completed all the requirements by December of that same year. You will have to sit the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT I) and Subject Assessment Tests (SAT II). About two million applicants across the globe sit these tests each year.

SAT I measures your verbal and mathematical reasoning ability. It is a three hour, largely multiple choice test, divided into seven sections. There are normally 78 verbal questions and 60 mathematical questions. The maximum score for each of the verbal and mathematical tests is 800, and so the maximum composite score is 1600. The mean scores achieved for each of the sections are about 505 and 514 respectively. There is a fee for each test, currently about $30. It is normal to take a practice SAT (in, say, November) before taking the test itself twice; both scores are received by universities and colleges, and it is your higher score that is recorded. For universities with a deadline of 1st December it is advisable to take the tests for the first time as early as May or June. To stand a chance of admission to the well known ‘Ivy League’ universities you will probably need a minimum score of 1350.

The SAT II tests are one hour subject tests, again predominantly multiple choice in nature. You may take three in a single sitting. You are required to take the Subject Tests in three subjects, and there are five general subject areas:

· Writing; Literature

· American History; World History

· Mathematics (‘Math’) (there are different levels) 
· Biology; Chemistry; Physics

· Reading and/or Listening Tests in Chinese, French, German, Spanish, Modern Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Korean and Latin.

Practically all the more competitive institutions insist that applicants should sit these subject tests, though there are some that will accept A Level results instead.

There are generally five SAT I and SAT II dates for candidates sitting these tests in the UK. These are in November, December, January, May and June. Registration deadlines are about six weeks beforehand. It often takes several weeks to receive a registration form, and so an early application (before September) is essential. The website www.collegeboard.org will provide you with all the information that you need, or you could contact College Board SAT Program, at Department 52, P.O. Box 6212, Princeton, New Jersey 08541-6212 (tel: 609 771 7243). You may register for the tests via the website though you will need a credit card. Both kinds of tests can be taken at a recognised centre, and many opt for the American School, in London. Special coaching may be worthwhile; several firms in London specialise in preparing students for the tests.

THE APPLICATION PROCESS

There is no central application arrangement of the UCAS variety in the United States, and so application is generally made to individual universities and colleges. Most students apply to a number (and indeed wide range) of institutions. Universities and colleges vary considerably in their admissions requirements, and so you should apply to each of them for its ‘catalogue’ (prospectus) and application forms. Most request applications by 1st January, and the outcome is normally known by 15th April. An application fee must be paid directly to each institution, and will range from $30 to $100. It is possible to apply for an ‘early decision’; here the deadline will normally be November. Deferred entry is perfectly acceptable. You should note that every institution will require you to provide a large number of documents – these might include essays, personal statements, letters of recommendation and testimonials, SAT scores, proof of funding and school transcripts of examination and other academic performance. If your application is successful you may then apply for Advanced Placement (to by-pass the first ‘freshman’ year) and for Financial Aid (some kind of scholarship or bursary). Scholarships for UK applicants are, however, limited, though they are becoming more common. 

Some of the reasons for making applications to American universities are:

· The strong desire, or even need, to spend the next four years in the United States; the appeal of an open and comparatively classless society.

· The breadth of the courses on offer, and the sheer variety of places at which you can study.

· A desire for new surroundings, new friends and new approaches to teaching and to learning.

· Their attractiveness to many overseas students currently at school in the UK, for whom the tuition fees at many American institutions might be lower, or not significantly higher, than those they would be required to pay at UK universities.

· Very low staff-student ratios at the top universities, together with excellent facilities.

Some possible drawbacks of application are:

· The expense attached to study in the United States – tuition fees alone seldom fall below $11,000 a year, and can be as high as $25,000 in some of the more prestigious universities.

· The danger that the courses on offer might prove insufficiently demanding, with students back-pedalling at A Level standard (or even below) for one or more years.

· The distance from home, and the (unlikely) possibility of boredom and loneliness.

· The limited value of at least some American degrees for your particular future career.

· The absence of undergraduate courses in medicine and in law.

A consultation is available from the Educational Advisory Service of the Fulbright Commission, at Fulbright House, 62 Doughty Street, London WC1N 2LS, near Russell Square tube station. (www.fulbright.co.uk or 020 404 6994). The Commission is the primary source of information in the UK about American universities and colleges; its reading room is normally open during weekday afternoons, and for rather longer on Mondays. The Resource Centre has guides on American universities and colleges, catalogues (prospectuses), test preparation materials and a variety of software. There are computer packages, including ‘College View’, which enable students to communicate directly with institutions. You can also pick up registration forms for the SATs. A copy of Peterson’s Applying to Colleges and Universities in the United States, which gives information on, and contact details for over 3000 institutions, is also available for a small fee. The website www.iefa.org (International Education Financial Aid) offers advice on, and help with scholarships and bursaries abroad.

The American School in London organises an ‘American College Day’ each year, usually on a Saturday in September or October, and at which over a hundred of the major American universities are represented.

It should be noted that applicants to American universities are increasing in number – there are now some 9000 UK students in the US, of whom about 5000 are studying at undergraduate level – up 20% in five years. The number of inquiries about American courses increased by a factor of five in 2002/3, according to the Fulbright Commission. Academics from Ivy League universities are regularly visiting top independent schools to encourage applications from high-flying students at a time when it is becoming increasingly difficult to secure entry to the UK’s top universities. While the average tuition fee (at about $17,000 a year) is high, the spiralling cost of university education in the UK is narrowing the gap, and this will become still more pronounced from 2006. Scholarships for foreign students at US universities are also becoming more common – at Harvard, for example (where tuition fees are $25,000 a year), some half of the undergraduates are receiving an average of $22,000 by way of subsidy. Yale University (where tuition fees are $23,000 a year) now offers financial aid to UK students on the same basis as American students.

16.
LOOKING INTO THE FUTURE

Despite the introduction of top-up tuition fees of up to £3,000 a year from 2006, applications to universities are likely to continue to increase each year, as more and more places become available, and as the government increases its efforts to convince young people of the benefits of higher education. There has been a significant increase in funding in recent years, with 23,000 additional full-time places created in 2003 alone, and this is set to continue, though with a greater share of the finance coming from students themselves. Applications reached another new record in the 2003/4 cycle, and will clearly be very much greater still in 2004/05, as thousands of students seek to avoid the new top-up charges through choosing not to take a gap year. Yet, as can be seen in the statistics published in this Guide, there are dramatic differences in the pattern of applications to UK universities, ranging from phenomenal increases in popularity at one end of the market to deeply worrying reductions in numbers at the other. While Nottingham, Leeds and Manchester (merging with UMIST in 2004) are the most popular universities in Britain, many of the newer universities continue to struggle, though several have been able to reverse the trend of declining applications seen at the start of the century. Several of these newer universities in England have announced the closure of campuses and the withdrawal of courses, while the prospects for others are uncertain, and especially in the light of the radical reform of the system of student finance announced in 2004. The university sector as a whole (and particularly the Russell Group) argues that the additional funding, even if the full top-up fee of £3,000 is charged for all courses, is unlikely to be sufficient to retain top class lecturers and to provide all the necessary teaching and other facilities, especially as the fee is capped until 2010. At least half the universities are currently in debt, and in the years ahead further restructuring, withdrawal of courses, relocation, mergers and even closures might well be seen. This is particularly the case for many of the newer universities, though some of the more established institutions are certainly not immune from these trends. Most universities are likely to charge something approaching full fees for their courses, though student take-up in each case will ultimately determine the wisdom of such decisions, and thus the viability of courses and even institutions. Others, however, will be disinclined or unable to charge maximum fees for many of their courses, and may struggle to attract students in sufficient numbers if their courses are then widely regarded as second-rate; Coventry, Greenwich, Lincoln, London Metropolitan, Luton and South Bank have been identified as particularly at risk. At the same time several of the more successful higher education colleges are now campaigning for university status. From September 2004 the Government is relaxing the requirement that universities should conduct research to qualify for university status; any teaching institution with a minimum of 4,000 students in higher education (of whom at least 3,000 must be on degree level courses) can apply for university status. Applications have already been received from the Bolton Institute and the London Institute, while other likely contenders are University College, Northampton, Canterbury Christ Church University College, Buckingham Chilterns University College, Liverpool Hope University College and University College Worcester. 

University funding is a live issue that simply will not go away in the years ahead. Despite the changes in 2006, all of the leading universities are planning to seek additional sources of income, and this has profound implications for the number of UK/EU students admitted at undergraduate level. From 2006, there will still be a shortfall in university income, given the estimate of a cost of up to £10,000 a year for educating a humanities student, and appreciably more in scientific subjects. The university sector already earns some £875 million a year in fees from overseas (i.e. non-EU) students; this accounts for 7.4% of income, and is set to soar. Overseas students pay far higher tuition fees than do EU students, exceeding £20,000 a year for some courses. The LSE has trebled its number of overseas postgraduates in twenty years, while the number of overseas undergraduates has risen by 75% in the same period. At the same time, EU undergraduates now make up 56% rather than 75% of the intake, and over 80% of its fee income now comes from overseas students. UCL plans to raise the proportion of non-EU students from 21% to 25%, and postgraduate students from 37% to 50%; Imperial (22% non-EU students at present) has signalled similar intentions. In February 2004 the Oxford Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies announced that the University would need to charge progressive fees of up to £10,500 in order for it to remain a world class university. It estimates that the true cost of teaching an undergraduate exceeds £18,000 a year, and that at present only 63% of this is funded from government grants and top-up fees, with the remainder coming from endowments, donations, research income and holiday lets. With effect from 2004, Oxford therefore intends to cut the number of home students admitted by 1% in each of the years to 2009 (a total of some 600) to create more places for overseas undergraduates (who pay between £12,000 and £23,000 a year), and within a freeze on total undergraduate numbers. This will permit an aggressive expansion of postgraduate recruitment. Cambridge University estimates that it has a current deficit on undergraduate teaching of £24 millions. It will earn £20 millions in fees by 2009, though some £8 millions is earmarked for undergraduate bursaries of up to £4,000 a year, with one in three expected to receive some financial assistance.  These statistics do, however, rest on the unlikely assumption that the proportion of students admitted from the C2DE social classes remains at the present 9%; spending on bursaries would rise to £17 millions if the university were to reach the national average of 30%. It is almost certain, therefore, that Cambridge will follow the lead of Oxford and the various London colleges in seeking to recruit more overseas undergraduates and postgraduates. A British Council report (2004) suggested that the number of overseas students in the UK (who pay on average £16,000 a year in fees) could triple, to 870,000, by 2020. Already there has been rapid growth, with students from China, India and Pakistan rising in numbers annually  by 15%, 13% and 12% respectively. Some commentators even raise the prospects of a number of universities effectively declaring independence from the state, and its access regulator and fee caps. This still remains unlikely, though such a course of action would then enable them to charge what the market would bear, and thus to offer extremely generous US-style bursaries and scholarships to talented home students from low income households.


With the removal of the previous cap on student numbers (in 2002) and the forthcoming changes in funding arrangements, the university sector is set to change in ways that are not easy to predict. Successful elite universities will charge fees at the maximum level, offer growing numbers of bursaries, attract more research funding, and expand, while many newer universities are likely to target poorer students and to focus upon more vocational courses, moving towards a greater proportion of two-year Foundation degrees. Some universities might well react to the fact that teaching undergraduates remains a loss leader by moving increasingly towards reliance upon lectures and multiple choice tests rather than seminars and essays as part of a cost-cutting exercise. There is certainly likely to be a shift towards low cost courses in high demand, such as law and accountancy, and away from high cost courses in lower demand, such as science and engineering. Several universities have already closed chemistry departments, while many biology departments are under threat. Student preferences, based on their evaluation of the benefit of different courses at different universities, will drive the system, particularly given that they face a growing financial burden. Students are likely to become more demanding, expecting better lectures, more personal service and less reliance upon e-mails and postgraduates to deliver their teaching. As a result the absurd fiction that all universities in this country are of the same quality will finally be brought to an end. 

All of the more popular universities are finding it increasingly difficult to select students. A Level grade inflation, the proliferation of different qualifications, the rise in the number of applicants and the emphasis upon the need to recognise ‘potential’ have all made the task of selection ‘a nightmare’, to quote one admissions tutor. The task will be still greater in 2005 as countless students abandon plans to defer entry to 2006. With the recent appointment of the Government’s access regulator (OFFA), there is now also a formal acknowledgement that admissions decisions are very much in the public domain, and so considerations of transparency and equity have become increasingly important, a trend that is set to continue in the years ahead, and as increasing numbers of admissions tutors receive the professional training in selection procedures and strategies that the Government is insisting upon. Examination grades already achieved and forecasts of A Level grades are nowadays only part of the overall picture, and more and more institutions are likely to make use of the UCAS tariff system as it is refined over time in the light of experience. More also seem destined to move in the direction of screening exercises in the shape of a variety of selection ‘days’, selection questionnaires and entry tests. Research into American-style aptitude and psychometric tests is already well under way; the U.S. College Board, which administers the SATs, briefed both Government and universities in November 2002. Among universities that have already introduced their own entrance tests in a number of subjects are Oxford, Cambridge, St. Andrews, York, Edinburgh, Bristol, Manchester, Warwick, UCL, East Anglia, Durham and Nottingham. Entry profiles are also becoming a significant feature of the selection process in practically all institutions. These profiles are very diverse in nature, reflecting the very different expectations of each institution and the very different requirements of each course; many are extremely detailed in their description of the skills and approaches to study and learning that are looked for in applicants. The obvious consequence of these various developments is that the familiar ‘standard offer’ is likely to become almost obsolete, at least for the overwhelming majority of institutions and courses, to be replaced by an ‘offer profile’ which, judging from present evidence, will specify the minimum (and preferred) number of units of examinations that applicants should have sat, the overall grade requirement (and, sometimes, tariff equivalent), and grades that will probably or certainly be required in particular A Level subjects (or equivalent performance in other examinations). 


Applicants to several of the elite universities who are sitting four A Levels and who have assembled excellent results in AS Level examinations are still likely to have something of a head start in the applications process, while a number of selectors at some of these universities (notably at Cambridge and Birmingham) have given an indication of enthusiasm for Advanced Extension Awards, the entry for which grew significantly in 2003.  There was speculation at the start of 2004 that the Government might yet instruct awarding bodies to divide their A and B grades at A Level into A1/A2 and B1/B2, so that, in the absence of releasing individual paper marks, universities would be better able to distinguish quite strong (A2) from very strong (A1) applicants. At the time of writing, the fate of an alternative proposal, the new ‘super A grade’ (originally scheduled for introduction in 2004, and available to candidates answering additional questions within the existing A Level framework) is still unknown. In the longer term the transition to an English ‘baccalaureate’ is very much on the cards, in which case performance in the Critical Thinking component would almost certainly carry weight with selectors; some are already rumoured to favour applicants who offer IB qualifications.


All of these developments would, however, run the risk of undermining another major objective of government policy, which is to widen access to universities, given that most students come from schools that are not equipped, or else reluctant, to prepare them for many of these exercises. Of far greater concern (at least to the Government) is the continuing domination of applications from students who come from professional households (and especially in the case of many of the elite universities) and the corresponding lack of access to degree courses for most students from manual households. As has been outlined in this Guide all universities are making strenuous efforts to meet their various access-widening ‘benchmarks’ or ‘targets’, not least because their income (and, in the future, their ability to charge fees) depends upon it. The number of students entering university from ‘low participation households’ is rising slowly, and will rise further, probably spectacularly so in those institutions where the shortfall is currently at its greatest. According statistics published in 2002 universities with the greatest shortfall in recruitment from the lowest (C2DE) social classes (compared with their expected ‘benchmark) were Oxford Brookes, Exeter, Edinburgh, Bristol, St. Andrews, Surrey, Sussex, Goldsmiths (London), Cambridge, Nottingham, Newcastle, Durham, Southampton and Reading. Similarly, universities with the greatest gap between maintained sector admissions and their ‘benchmark’ were St. Andrews, Oxford, UCL (London), Bristol, Edinburgh, Oxford Brookes, Cambridge, Imperial (London), Newcastle, Durham and KCL (London). These, and other universities, are making efforts to widen access, and thus to narrow the perceived gap; such efforts will be still greater in the years ahead. Yet, the experience of SOAS is perhaps salient. SOAS was penalised financially for admitting two few students from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds. It responded by relaxing its entry requirements for applicants falling into this category, and promptly suffered a significant increase in the dropout rate as many of the students found the courses too demanding. In principle, universities could in the future be fined up to £500,000 if their efforts are deemed to be inadequate, and the Secretary of State has stated that Offa will focus its efforts upon ‘those institutions with the poorest track record in widening participation’. In practice, many are likely to seek to demonstrate that the lack of student diversity reflects the inadequacy of the system of secondary education rather than any lack of effort on their part to widen the recruitment basis. It should, moreover, be noted that the Government’s emphasis is upon increasing the pool of applicants from which selection is made rather than upon meeting artificially imposed benchmarks. And, while it is often suggested that the stress upon wider access effectively discriminates against applicants from independent schools, it should be recognised that the overall number of students admitted to elite universities is steadily rising, and so applicants from the independent sector are likely to constitute a smaller proportion of a greater entry; in terms of absolute numbers, most highly qualified applicants will continue to secure places at their chosen universities, so long as they approach the application question systematically and strategically. As Simon Jenkins (Times; 28th January 2004) so elegantly put it: ‘The student fees argument has become a bundle of nonsense wrapped in humbug enveloped in class prejudice.’ The Higher Education Funding Council for England compiles and publishes statistics on university intakes; its most recent report can be found at the www.hefce.ac.uk/learning/perfind/2001/report.htm website.

The government is funding programmes to assist universities and schools to run summer schools, as well as revision classes and master classes for those from poorer backgrounds who have been identified as ‘gifted and talented’. It is therefore paying university students and professional educators to become mentors in schools and in further education colleges, and subsidising the employment of staff to develop closer links between universities and schools. Some of this budget is clearly targeted at the elite universities, and an extension of these initiatives to widen access can be expected. In due course students from low income households will benefit from the more extensive and generous range of bursaries that will become available from 2006, while the government has also launched an Aim Higher advertising campaign to convince young people of the academic and personal benefits of studying at university or college; much of this campaign is targeted at students as young as eleven. The Admissions to Higher Education Steering Group, chaired by Steven Schwartz, Vice Chancellor of Brunel University, produced its interim report on university admissions in April 2004. Schwartz was charged by the Government to draw up a set of ‘fair and transparent’ admissions rules, and the eventual findings of the committee are certain to have a significant influence upon future government policy. Schwartz accepts that universities should continue to run their own admissions systems, and that applicants should be admitted on the basis of potential and merit. The problems come in defining ‘merit’, and here Schwartz declares that ‘equal examination grades do not necessarily represent equal potential’, suggesting that lower grade requirements for disadvantaged students are very much part of a ‘fair’ admissions policy, with additional selection points awarded to students falling into the various disdavantaged categories. Admissions tutors should receive far greater professional training, while UCAS forms should be redesigned to give ‘hints’ to students to include information on ‘disruption’ to their education, their socio-economic background, their domestic responsibilities and ‘other challenges’. Each university should publish details of the weight given to examination grades and to other factors in the selection process, as well as details of the entry grades of students admitted in the previous year. They should also provide applicants with feedback, providing the reasons for rejection. There is some suggestion that all interviewing university departments should present identical questions to interviewees. A single national (numerical and verbal reasoning) test, perhaps on the model of the SAT tests used in the USA, should replace the present, and growing, battery of tests set by individual institutions. A Level examinations should be brought forward, to enable applications to be made after, rather than before results are known.

The outcome of the forthcoming General Election will have an enormous bearing on future developments in higher education, since the Conservative party is committed to abolishing tuition fee top-ups, and to abandoning the present Government’s target of 50% in higher education by 2010. This would almost certainly involve a sizeable reduction in the number of places on traditional degree courses, and the closure of departments providing what are styled ‘Mickey Mouse’ courses. Instead many students would be steered towards shorter and improved vocational courses, and many universities would revert to a mix of courses reminiscent of their former polytechnic status. War would be waged on high dropout rates and low entry grades, with every possibility of a new central authority having the power to determine which courses should be scrapped. If Labour wins the election it will have to provide another 150,000 places simply to maintain the ratio of young people entering higher education at the present 44%. To achieve the 50% target still more places must be provided; the government envisages that most will be on two year foundation degree courses, which at present at least appear to hold very little attraction for most applicants. According to the Higher Education Policy Institute’s report of July 2003, some 250,000 additional students will be seeking places by 2010, as a result of the increase in the size of the age cohort (150,000) and in the number sitting and passing at least two A Levels (100,000). Most of these applicants are likely to come from middle class households.

Electronic applications are rapidly growing in number, with over 57% of applicants making use of this facility in the 2003/04 cycle. They will shortly become the norm, and perhaps the only method of application. It is also now possible to make an on-line application (with a password) via the UCAS website, which means that any student with access to a computer can apply from anywhere, and at any time. The date on which UCAS receives the application form has become a critical selection factor in many a competitive university, since there is a widespread perception that students who apply in the later months of the cycle are more likely to lack motivation and personal organisation, and are therefore also more likely to find the courses hard going and to drop out of university. 

One thing, however, is highly unlikely ever to change. Whatever developments arise in the complex world of higher education in the years ahead, it will remain the case that the ‘best’ university for you is the one that offers the course and the environment that you find particularly attractive, given your ability, interests and temperament. And the best subject is the one that you are really set on studying, and it will be one that you have chosen for yourself!

17. USEFUL SOURCES OF INFORMATION

REFERENCE BOOKS AND GUIDES

The following list of recommended reference books and guides is not intended to be exhaustive. At least some of them, together with UCAS materials and university prospectuses, should be available for consultation in schools’ careers departments or from local careers advisory services. Some are also available as CD-ROMS or are accessible via websites.

University and College Entrance: The Official Guide (2005 Entry) (UCAS)

The official list of all university and college courses, with complete details of entry requirements for all institutions in UCAS. Published annually, with a CD-ROM. Provides details of each institution’s general matriculation requirements, as well as the specific course requirements. There are details of applications and acceptances for most courses in the previous year, university admissions and course profiles, and expected conditional offer grades or points for the present year. Also details of UCAS electronic services.

The UCAS Directory (UCAS)

The official list of all university and college codes, course codes and short form of the course titles. Published annually on CD-ROM (paper copies are being phased out).

Choosing Your Degree Course and University (Brian Heap; Trotman & Co. Ltd.)

Degree Course Offers (2005) (Brian Heap; Trotman; published annually; also available on CD-ROM). 

The CD-ROM incorporates ‘Choosing Your Degree Course and University’, and guides you through every stage of the application process. The database includes grades or tariff points needed for entry, student entry profiles, number of applicants per course, summaries of each course, advice on links between A Level subject choices and degree course choices, advice on gap years, universities requiring selection interviews, sample interview questions, non-academic reasons for rejection, after results advice, information on studying abroad, employment statistics, advice on completing the UCAS Personal Statement, descriptions of university campuses, and information about costs, accommodation and student facilities.

Hobsons Which? Degree Guide (CRAC; published annually) and CRAC Degree Course Guides (Trotman)
20 individual guides on degree course subjects, half of which are updated each year). General advice on choosing subjects, courses and institutions; every possible subject and subject combination is listed, together with course requirements, contact names and sponsorship information.

Universities and Colleges Open Days, Taster Courses and Education Conventions (UCAS, in association with Cambridge Occupational Analysis; published annually)

The Sixth Former’s Guide to Open Days (ISCO; details of all university and departmental Open Days; published annually)

Halifax Equitable – Student Book (published annually)

Student Book (Boehm and Lees-Spalding; Trotman)
The Potter Guide to Higher Education (2005 Entry) (Potter & Clare; Dalebank Books; published annually)

The Times Good University Guide (O’Leary and Cannon; Times Books; published annually)

University league tables, advice on choosing universities and courses, the top universities by subject, university profiles, profiles of the major university cities, UCAS procedure, student finance.

Net That Course: Using the Internet (Irene Krechowiecka; Kogan Page)

The University Survival Guide (Karja Fitzhugh; Virgin)

How To Complete Your UCAS Form (Tony Higgins; Trotman/UCAS; published annually)

Getting into University and College (Stephen Lanley; Trotman/MPW)

Clearing The Way (Tony Higgins; Trotman)

Getting into Oxford and Cambridge (Trotman/MPW)

Oxbridge Entrance: The Real Rules (Pallis; Tell)

The ‘Getting Into’ series of books (all published by MPW) – includes: Engineering, Mathematics, Veterinary Science, Dental School, Medical School, Business & Management Courses, Financial Services, Law, the City, Psychology, Computing, Languages, Journalism, the Media, Broadcasting, Sport & Leisure, Music, Drama & Dance, Art & Design.

A Student’s Guide to Entry to Medicine (UCAS)

The Insiders’ Guide to Medical Schools (Calvert & Urmston; BMA)

The UCAS/Trotman ‘Courses’ series

Includes: Business Courses, Computer Science Courses, Engineering Courses, Medical and Allied Courses, Art and Design Courses, Performing Arts Courses, Physical Sciences Courses, Healthcare Professions Courses.

The Complete Guide to Art and Design Courses (UCAS)

The Art and Design Directory (Avec Designs Ltd.)

Socrates-Erasmus – The UK Guide (ISCO)

Sponsorship and Funding Directory (Hobsons; published annually)
University Scholarships and Awards (Brian Heap; Trotman; published annually)

Awards: A Directory of UK Higher Education Scholarship and Bursary Awards (ISCO; published annually)

Financial Support for Higher Education Students (DfES; published annually)

What Do Graduates Do?  2005 (UCAS; published annually)

Destination information on graduates six months after graduation, broken down by degree discipline; recommended by the Association of Graduate Recruiters.

A Year Out (UCAS)

A Year Between (Central Bureau for Educational Visits and Exchanges)

A Year Off – A Year On? (Doe and Evans; Lifetime Careers)

Opportunities in the Gap Year (ISCO; published annually)

Taking A Year Off (Val Butcher; Trotman)

The Gap Year Guidebook (Peridot Press; published annually)

Peterson’s Applying To Colleges and Universities in the USA (Vacation Work Publications; published annually)

Getting Into USA Universities and Colleges (Trotman)

Peterson’s American College and University Almanac (Vacation Work Publications; published annually)

CONTACTING UCAS

The UCAS address is: Rosehill, New Barn Lane, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, GL52 3LZ.

UCAS can be contacted at P.O.Box 28, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire. GL52 3ZA or by e-mail at enq@ucas.ac.uk or app.req@ucas.ac.uk  For enquiries, telephone 01242 227788; for application requests, telephone 01242 223707. The offices are open between 8.30 a.m. and 5.00 p.m. between Monday and Friday, and you should have your application number at hand.  The comprehensive website is www.ucas.com – it provides access to a huge amount of information, including a course search facility, links with all UK universities and colleges, and a means of monitoring the progress of your application. 

Many of the above titles are available from UCAS, at UCAS Distribution Team, P.O. Box 130, Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, GL52 3ZF (01242 544610) or by e-mail at distribution@ucas.ac.uk or via the UCAS website.

UCAS APPLICATION DATES (note that these are subject to change from year to year)

1st  September:
Opening date for receiving applications.

15th October:
Closing date for applications to Oxford and Cambridge, and for all courses in medicine, dentistry, veterinary medicine and veterinary science.

1st January:
Opening date for Art and Design Route B applications.

15th January:
Advisory closing date for applications (including Art and Design Route A), but not applications from outside the UK or EU.

4th March:
Advisory closing date for Art and Design Route B applications.

18th March:
Start of EXTRA

24th March:
Final closing date for Art and Design Route B applications.

30th June:
Closing date for changes to the UCAS form, and for all other applications, including applications from outside the UK or EU, before Clearing.

18th August:
Clearing vacancy service opens. 

23rd September:
Closing date for applications in Clearing.
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