Student Guide to UCAS 2010 – 2011
Now that the AS examinations are finished and your A2 courses are underway, it is important to begin focussing on your future after WCGS.  Some of you will already have an idea of the course you want to study and where you want to study it, some of you will have an idea of the general subject area, whilst there will be some who aren’t sure of what A2 subjects you want to study, let alone what you will be doing in a year’s time.

Within this guide is information about the application process to university, an explanation of the practicalities of applying to universities, the support, guidance and advice that is available from staff at WCGS and agencies outside of the school and plenty more.

Fundamental to this next stage in your life is the realisation that the choices made are your choices, which should be informed, challenging but realistic.  You should seek advice and guidance during this process from, amongst others, your parents, Form Tutors, subject teachers, Assistant Head of Sixth Form, the Head of Sixth Form and the school’s Connexions advisor.
What is UCAS?

UCAS (University and Colleges Admission Service) is the body that organises all the applications to Universities and other Further Education Institutions.  As well as facilitating the applications to universities, the UCAS website (www.ucas.ac.uk) contains plenty of advice, details of organisations offering guidance and useful facts and figures to help you in your application.

For the majority of students, applications to universities are done entirely online through UCAS.  There is a fee for the service UCAS provides, which is £11 for application to a single course and £21 for application to 2 to 5 courses and the fee is payable online, prior to your application being sent to UCAS by the School.  You are able to track the progress of your application once it is submitted and UCAS will also keep you updated on your progress as the universities you have applied to make decisions about your application.
Useful websites

	Website
	Description

	www.ucas.ac.uk  
	The UCAS website includes advice on what you need to know about applying to university and should be your initial point of advice.  The Stanford test is a short questionnaire which can help to match your interests and abilities to possible higher education subjects and is accessible through the UCAS website.

	www.unistats.com  
	You can find statistics on all the courses offered by UK universities, such as the average UCAS points on entry, % of graduates entering graduate jobs or further study, student satisfaction and so on.

	www.fastomato.com  
	Fast Tomato is a free, online, fully integrated careers education and guidance system.

	www.hero.ac.uk  
	Provides information on all HE institutions in the UK.

	http://ucas.i-portfolio.co.uk  
	Provides you with the opportunity, after registering, to take personality tests that might help you to target your preferred career and apply directly to courses that interest you. 

	www.studentstories.co.uk
	Provides testimonials from students studying at UK universities on courses, student life, application processes and so on.

	 www.qaa.ac.uk
	The Quality Assurance Agency provides information on UK universities and measures the provision of universities against a number of criteria, useful for deciding upon what and where to study.


Timetable for applying

It is essential that you are aware of the timetable for applying and that you meet these deadlines, in order to ensure the smooth running of both your application and the applications of your peers.  Missing external deadlines can lead to an increase in the cost to you when applying and affect your chances of successfully applying.

	Date
	Action

	Summer Term 2010
	Registering on-line for UCAS during Activities Week (July 13th – July 15th) and complete personal details on the form

Researching relevant courses and universities

Draft a personal statement

	19th August
	AS results published.
Review A2, degree and university choices in light of results

	Early September


	UCAS  will start to receive applications

Check if you need to take an additional test, such as BMAT, UKCAT, LNAT, HAT etc

	30th  September
	WCGS deadline for receipt of Oxbridge, medicine, dental and veterinary applications

	15th October
	UCAS deadline for receipt of Oxbridge, medicine, dental and veterinary applications

	1st December
	WCGS deadline for receipt of applications

	Early January 2011
	Art Foundation deadlines*

	15th January
	UCAS deadline for receipt of applications

	February
	Finance application forms available for completion online through your local authority

	March/April/May
	Students notify UCAS of firm & insurance offers

	May
	UCAS Extra procedure for students receiving 5 rejections from the first round of applications

	May/June
	A-Level examinations

	August
	A-Level examination results released
If offer confirmed, ensure all paperwork/admin is dealt with, including finance and accommodation formalities
If offer not confirmed, clearing begins


*Art Foundation applicants will need to liaise with Mrs Ferguson
Making choices

Where to study, what to study and why to study it

You may already have an idea of the course you want to study and your preferred universities to study it at, or you may have an idea of the general area of academic study you wish to pursue.  When choosing what specific degree or degrees you wish to apply for, you need to consider amongst other things the following:

· What you are academically interested in and what you want to study for, at least, three further years;

· What academic disciplines you have shown a talent for or, if you are considering a degree in a subject you have not studied before, what skills and abilities relevant to the subject you have already begun to develop;

· What career aspirations you may have.  Some careers require vocational degrees, where your undergraduate studies prepare you fully or partly, for a specific future career.  Other careers simply require any degree, or a wide range of degrees, that develop key skills employers are seeking;

· Whether you want to study two subjects at university to an equal level (known as joint degrees) or two subject with one being more dominant (known as major/minor degrees);
· Whether you want to study abroad for a year or whether, in a vocational degree, you want a Year in Industry, where your studies are supplemented with career-specific training and employment;
· Whether you are required to sit a foundation year for your chosen course.
When choosing what universities you wish to apply for, you need to consider amongst other things, the following:

· Whether you want to study close to home, so that you can either live at home or make easy use of certain facilities (washing clothes and home cooking in particular!), or whether you are ready to move as far away from home as possible for greater independence;

· Whether you want to study at a Campus university, where the academic facilities, social provision, accommodation and so on are centrally located, or whether you want to study at a university that is ‘spread out’ throughout a city or town;

· What the reputation, quality of provision, graduate employment rates and so on of the university is.  The Quality Assurance Agency (www.qaa.ac.uk) and Unistats (www.unistats.com) may assist you with this.

· What the social life and extra-curricular opportunities of the universities and cities or towns are like.
What are the entry requirements of the course applied for?

On the UCAS website, every course at every university has an Entry Profile, accessible when you either search for a course or search for a university.  Entry profiles will give a clear statement of the essential subjects and preferred subjects at A2 and AS, as well as the grades and other requirements universities are looking for from applicants.  For example, as well as specifying what grades are required, certain courses may specify required additional tests, skills, recommended evidence of relevant work experience and so on.

When it comes to writing your personal statement, you should ensure that you have shown how you are meeting or have met the requirements that the relevant Entry Profiles list: in the same way that an answer to a question in an exam should show awareness of the key criteria, so too should your personal statement.

When researching the entry requirements of degrees, you should take note of which universities require additional testing as part of the interview process.  The main additional tests are:

· BioMedical Admissions Test (BMAT): For entry to medicine and veterinary schools;

· English Literature Admissions Test (ELAT): For entry to English courses at the University of Oxford;

· History Aptitude Test (HAT): For entry to modern history and a joint honours degrees involving modern history at the University of Oxford;

· The National Admissions Test for Law (LNAT): For entry to law;

· Modern and Medieval Languages Test (MML): For entry to modern and medieval languages at the University of Cambridge;

· Sixth Term Examination Papers (STEP): For entry to mathematics at the University of Cambridge;

· Thinking Skills Assessment (TSA) Cambridge: For entry to computer science, natural sciences, engineering and economics at the University of Cambridge;

· Thinking Skills Assessment (TSA) Oxford (formerly known as the PPE Admissions Test): For entry to the philosophy, politics and economics, and the economics and management courses at the University of Oxford;
· Thinking Skills Assessment (TSA) UCL: For entry into European social and political studies at University College London;
· UK Clinical Aptitude Test (UKCAT): For entry to medical and dental schools.

It is important to note that whilst university courses may list the required minimum grades, the more popular courses will have large numbers of applicants who have exceeded these grades.  You should therefore not expect to automatically receive an offer from a university that has listed your predicted grades as their minimum requirements.
The application and offers system
You may apply for up to 5 degrees, although some restrictions apply.  For example, if you are applying for dentistry, medicine, veterinary medicine or veterinary science, you can apply for a maximum of four choices in any one of these subjects.  Additionally, you are not able to apply to both Oxford and Cambridge for undergraduate study.  Applications for Art and Design courses have their own restrictions and interested students should seek assistance from Mrs Ferguson.  
As outlined above, the closing date for different courses and different universities vary.  There are also internal deadlines that you must stick to if you want your application to proceed smoothly.  The key dates are:

· 30th  September: WCGS deadline for receipt of Oxbridge, medicine, dental and veterinary applications;

· 15th October: UCAS deadline for receipt of Oxbridge, medicine, dental and veterinary applications;

· 1st December: WCGS deadline for receipt of applications;

· 15th January: UCAS deadline for receipt of applications.

Once UCAS have received your completed application form, with the school reference, online, the universities you have applied for are then informed: each university only knows that you have applied to them and not to which other ones.

Admissions Tutors at the universities will review your application and consider, in no definitive order of importance:

· Your predicted A2 grades;

· Your achieved AS and GCSE grades;

· Any relevant additional tests or sample pieces of work submitted;
· Your performance at interview, if invited for one;

· Your personal statement;

· The school’s reference.

They will also seek to establish from your application whether:

· You have the intellectual ability and appropriate attitude and motivation to be successful on the course;

· You will contribute in lectures, classes and tutorials.  University staff want students who will be interesting  and rewarding to teach;

· You will participate in the wider life of the university and seek to be involved with the plethora of opportunities offered to you at their university;

· You are likely to attain or exceed the minimum grades for entry.

When universities have considered your application, you will begin to receive offers.  Admissions tutors will consider your application to be in one of the three following groups:

· Someone whom they definitely want to make an offer to;

· Someone whom they definitely do not wish to admit;

· Someone whom they wish to make an offer to if they have room.

You will receive one of the following responses from the universities you have applied to:

· Conditional offer: the university will offer you a place if you meet certain conditions, which are usually based on your exams, but may also specify successfully completing or meeting other requirements;
· Unconditional offer: you have met all the entry requirements and the university or college is happy to accept you.  These are normally offered to mature students or those applying having already attained their A2 or equivalent qualifications;
· Unsuccessful application: the university or college has decided not to offer you a place on the course.
Some conditional offers will specify the three A2 grades you are required to get, as well as whether you are required to get a specific grade in a specific subject(s).  For example, a Geography department may make you a BCC offer, but stipulate that the B must be in Geography.  If your Geography is not particularly strong, it would pay for you to look for universities or colleges which do not make such a stipulation.

Some universities or colleges prefer the points system and make offers in terms of points rather than grades.  AS and A2 grades carry the following points:

	A2 Level
	AS Level

	Grade
	Points
	Grade
	Points

	A*
	140
	
	

	A
	120
	A
	60

	B
	100
	B
	50

	C
	80
	C
	40

	D
	60
	D
	30

	E
	40
	E
	20

	U
	  0
	U
	0


You only count AS points separately if you do not continue that subject to A2.  For example, if you achieve an A grade in A2 Mathematics having previously achieved an A grade in AS Mathematics, your total points score is 120, not 120 + 60 for the AS. If you obtain an A grade in AS Mathematics and then drop the subject, your total points score is 60.

You could, for example, receive a conditional offer expressed as 260 points.  These points could be achieved in a number of ways, such as achieving BCC at A2 or two Bs at A2 and two Ds at AS.  Alternatively you may be offered CCC or points equivalent, such that your 240 points could be made up of CCC or ACE, for example.

Do not assume that a points equivalent will always be acceptable.  If your university or college has offered CCC, without mentioning any points equivalent, this means they require you to be up to C standard in all three subjects.  If you are offered points make sure you know if they include the AS subject that you didn’t carry on to A2, if it includes General Studies and Critical Thinking, if it just takes your three best A2 subjects and so on.

Once you have received responses from all of your applications, you must then decide on how you respond to all of the offers.  You must reply to each offer in one of three ways:
Firm acceptance (F):
If you firmly accept an offer, it means that this is your preferred choice out of all the offers you have received. As this is your first choice, you can only make this reply once.

If you accept an unconditional offer (UF), you are agreeing that you will attend the course at that university or college and must decline all other offers. We will send you a letter which will have instructions about how to contact the university or college to confirm your place.  If you accept a conditional offer (CF), you are agreeing that you will attend the course at that university or college if you meet the conditions of the offer. You can accept another offer as an insurance choice. 

Insurance acceptance (I):
You can accept an offer as an insurance choice if your firm choice is conditional. Your insurance choice can be conditional (CI) or unconditional (UI) and acts as a back-up to your firm choice, so if you do not meet the conditions for your firm choice but meet the conditions for your insurance choice, you are committed to that course.

The conditions for your insurance choice do not have to be lower than your firm choice, but be aware that if you are not accepted by your firm choice, it is unlikely that you will be accepted for an insurance choice that requests higher grades.

Decline (D):
Once you have decided which offer to accept firmly, and which (if any) to accept as an insurance, you must decline all other offers. If you do not want to accept any of the offers, you may decline them. You will then become eligible for Extra or Clearing, depending upon your circumstances.

There are four combinations of offers and replies:
· UF only: You have firmly accepted an unconditional offer. You cannot have an insurance choice;

· CF only: You have firmly accepted a conditional offer;

· CF + CI: You have firmly accepted one conditional offer and accepted another conditional offer as an insurance;

· CF + UI: You have firmly accepted a conditional offer and accepted an unconditional offer as an insurance. 

If you accept a CO offer firmly, you show your commitment to the university and them to you.  As such, if you get the grades or better of the offer, they will confirm their offer in August and you will have to go there.  If you have changed your mind, which you have every right to do, you will have to withdraw from the scheme for this year.  In August after your A2 results are known, you may not enter into negotiations with one university while you are committed to another.  

Given the above, you are recommended to apply to 5 courses that require a range of grades as, if all of the courses require high grades and you do not achieve these, you may find that you have not satisfied the requirements of both your CF and CI courses.  In which case, you will have to consider the process of clearing or applying the following year. 

Completing the UCAS Form

The Application Form is in 7 parts and is completed entirely online.  All parts of the Form are completed by yourself, other than the School reference.  Providing you have read the material provided for you, undertaken your research thoroughly and responded to suggestions from the staff, completing the form is relatively straight forward and isn’t overly time consuming.  However, there are a number of things to be aware of when completing the form:

1. Personal Details: if you will be getting a student loan the fee code is 02 and the student support arrangements is the name of the borough where you live, not where you go to school.

2. Additional Information: record any taster courses or residential courses you have undertaken.
3. Choices: ensure you enter the correct course code.
4. Education: there are numerous things to be aware of in this section:

· Ensure examination boards are correct for your GCSE and AS/A2 subjects.  You will find below the correct boards for WCGS: for those who joined in the Lower Sixth, you will need to enter the examination boards for the GCSEs sat at your previous school;

· You must declare all subjects that you have received a grade in, even if it isn’t a high grade and you would rather not refer to it at all.  Your form will not be sent to UCAS by Dr Meek if your education details are inaccurate;

· Record the date of your GCSEs as 06/09, your AS subjects as 06/10 and A2 as pending.

	Subject
	GCSE board
	AS/A2 board

	Art
	Edexcel
	Edexcel

	Biology
	AQA
	AQA

	Business Studies
	AQA
	AQA

	Chemistry
	AQA
	OCR

	Classical Civilisation
	N/A
	OCR

	Critical Thinking
	N/A
	OCR

	Design & Technology: Product Design
	AQA
	AQA

	Economics
	AQA
	Edexcel

	English Language
	AQA
	N/A

	English Literature B
	AQA
	AQA

	French
	Edexcel
	Edexcel

	Further Mathematics (MEI)
	N/A
	OCR

	General Studies B
	N/A
	AQA

	Geography
	Edexcel
	AQA

	German
	AQA
	Edexcel

	Government & Politics
	N/A
	AQA

	History
	Edexcel
	Edexcel

	ICT (Short Course GCSE)
	AQA
	N/A

	ICT (Full Course GCSE)
	OCR
	N/A

	Mathematics (MEI)
	Edexcel
	OCR

	Music
	Edexcel
	Edexcel

	Philosophy
	N/A
	AQA

	Physics
	AQA
	AQA

	Physical Education
	AQA
	AQA

	Religious Studies
	AQA
	AQA


5. Employment: include any volunteer work, as well as paid employment.
6. Personal statement: The most important part of the UCAS form that you have complete control over is your Personal Statement.  It is your first opportunity to convince Admissions Tutors of why they should offer you a place on their course.  Whilst a poorly written Personal Statement will not, necessarily, prevent you from being offered a place on the course you have applied for, it will certainly not make your application stand out from the hundreds of other applications Admissions Tutors will receive.  If you are invited to interviews at your chosen universities you will be able to further impress the Admissions Tutors, but you may not be offered an interview at the most competitive courses if you haven’t taken the opportunity to ‘stand out’ with your Personal Statement.

Admissions Tutors are looking for the following, although this list is by no means exhaustive:

· Genuine enthusiasm and passion for the subject that you want to study at university;

· A clear explanation for why you have chosen the courses you have listed, including what interests you about your chosen subject;

· Details of what you have read about the subject, what you are looking forward to studying within the subject area and how your AS and A2 subjects have assisted you in choosing the subject applied for; 

· What career plans you have for when you complete your course and how the subject you have chosen impacts upon these plans.  If you are applying for a degree that directly relates to a specific career, this should be obvious.  However, you may be choosing to study a degree for the love of the subject and you should clearly state why this is the case; 

· Where relevant, include details of any jobs, work experience, placements or voluntary work you have done.  Most important are the skills developed from these opportunities, rather than the opportunities themselves;

· Any sponsorship or placements you have or have applied for; 

· If relevant, refer to any involvement in widening participation schemes such as summer schools, conferences, or mentoring activities;
· Involvement in master classes or other Gifted and Talented programmes;
· Details of skills and achievements that you have gained through activities such as the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme, Millennium Volunteers Scheme; and Young Enterprise; 

· If you are planning to take a year out, your reasons why; 

· Your social, sports or leisure interests. 

It is useful to think of the Personal Statement as an argument that uses a series of reasons, either independent of each other or those that work in conjunction with other reasons, to lead to a conclusion that states clearly why you should be offered a place on the courses you have applied for.  Those of you that have studied Critical Thinking will find the relevant skills especially useful here.
When writing your Personal Statement you should consider the following:

· Write your Personal Statement in Word, using Times New Roman font, size 12, as this will be the format it is entered in on the UCAS reference;

· The maximum length of the Personal Statement is 4000 characters, which is approximately 600 words.  Statements that exceed this length will not fit completely on the UCAS form;

· The Personal Statement should be written in flowing prose and should not be a long list of points;

· You must be truthful and factual in what you write.  If you are liberal with the truth you will find that you contradict what your School reference states about you.  Furthermore, there are a number of companies that offer ‘sample’ personal statements, none of which are especially good.  UCAS utilises a sophisticated checking programme that reviews your statement against a vast number of widely available sample statements.  If it is found that your statement matches exactly, closely or loosely any of these statements your application will be prejudiced;

· Your statements should be interesting, have the potential to generate questions or discussion at interview and, most importantly, be persuasive;

· General statements should be avoided, in favour of specific examples that reveal your interest in your chosen courses.  For example, “I am interested in Archaeology through watching Time Team’ is not as convincing as “My passion for Archaeology developed from travelling through Syria, Egypt, Greece and Italy, seeing first hand the evidence of ancient civilisations and how modern techniques have allowed one to learn from the past, using a combination of contemporary geophysical equipment and more traditional archaeological methods”;

· About two-thirds of your statement should be focussed on your chosen course and any information or evidence presented must be clearly shown to be relevant to your choice of degree or be shown to have developed in you essential transferable skills.  For example, whilst you might be especially proud of your sporting and dramatic achievements, these in themselves will not secure you an offer of a place on a course.  What is relevant, however, is how these pursuits have developed certain skills or disciplines and how these have benefited you as a consequence.

When you have reviewed, redrafted and checked your Personal Statement carefully, you should seek advice from your teachers.  You may ask a maximum of three members of staff to review and comment on your personal statement.  If you were able to ask more staff, you would firstly find that different staff will suggest different revisions and these may be in conflict with the recommendations of other staff and, secondly, they will be less likely to properly review your statement if it is clear that every member of the Staff Room is reading your Personal Statement over their cup of coffee at break time!  You should seek out the advice of the subject staff that are most relevant to your chosen course, as well as your Form Tutor and/or Dr Meek or Mrs Ferguson.

7. Reference: In addition to your Personal Statement, the other major part of your UCAS form is the school reference.  The reference is the opportunity for the school to recommend you to your chosen universities and will comment on both your academic and personal qualities.  The reference will: 

a) Focus on the skills you possess and have developed over the duration of the course.  For example:
· analytical and evaluative skill;
· independent learning capabilities;
· written and oral expertise;
· successes in group work, presentations, extended pieces of coursework and so on.
b) Provide evidence of commitment you have shown to stretching yourselves beyond the requirements of the specifications, such as wider reading;
c) Refer to any excellent unit results within your AS examinations;
d) Highlight how you have dealt with challenging material and what perseverance and commitment you have revealed to master these challenges;
e) State if you are exceptional in your subject, relative to previous students taught;
f) Discuss your contribution to the wider life of the school and to the community as a whole;
g) Consider your reliability, maturity, dependability, attendance and punctuality’
h) Clearly state your suitability for studying the degree you have chosen.

You will have an opportunity to see your school reference at the end of the application process, when you meet with the Sixth Form pastoral team to check thoroughly all sections of the UCAS form.
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