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Secondary Education Advisory 
Group 
 

 
 
 

Minutes 

SEAG/18/M3 

The Secondary Education Advisory Group meeting 

held on 22 November 2018 at UCAS, Cheltenham  

 
 

Chair:  Beth Linklater  Queen Mary’s College 

 

Present: Alison Woolley  The Sixth Form College Farnborough  
Anthony Fitzgerald Careers Development Institute 
Dan Bishop  South Wilts Grammar School for Girls   
David Ruck  Bristol Grammar School 
Hilary Munday  Royal Grammar School, High Wycombe 
Jacqui Quinney  Princethorpe College 
Justine Hale  Cheltenham Ladies’ College 

 Lucy Hemsley   Bournside School and Sixth Form College,  
    Cheltenham 

Nikki Foster  Anglo European School 
Paul Featonby  Hartpury University Centre 
Philip Davis  St Cyres School, Penarth 
Robbie Pickles  HELOA 
Sally Armstrong  Bishop Wordsworth’s School 
Steve McArdle  Association of School and College Leaders 

   

Apologies: Emma Bell  Stratford Girls’ Grammar School 
Guy Nobes  Marlborough College  
Jenny North  Birmingham Metropolitan College 
Melanie Jones  Exeter College 
Mhairi Moore  School Leaders Scotland  

  Nilay Eyre  Kings Education Bournemouth 
Roger Evans  Bridgend College 
Wendy Heydorn Sevenoaks School 

 

UCAS in   
attendance: Ben Jordan  Senior Policy and Qualifications Manager 

Callie Hawkins  Adviser Experience Manager 
Charlie Smith  Professional Development Executive 

     (observing) 
Claire Howson  Product Owner 
Clare Marchant  Chief Executive (observing) 

  Georgina Venman Provider Engagement Coordinator 
Louise Evans  Head of Adviser and Provider Experience 
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Louise Cyprien  Service Delivery Manager 
Nicola Turner  Policy Executive (observing) 
Samantha Sykes Professional Development Executive  

     (observing) 
 

  Action 

   
A1/18/01  Welcome and apologies  
   
 The Group was welcomed, and apologies were noted. Steve McArdle joined the meeting 

via video conference. The Group introduced themselves, and the Chair welcomed Paul 
Featonby, the representative from the Undergraduate Advisory Group.  
 

 

   
A1/18/02  Minutes and action log from previous meeting  
  

Minutes 
The Group accepted the minutes as an accurate record of the previous meeting. 
 
Action log 
SEAG145 – The EPQ details were provided on the action log, and this action was closed. A 
member of the Group asked if the box could be expanded to allow full titles, and it was 
clarified that this would be considered in the development of the new application 
management service.  
 
SEAG149 – This was in progress, and an update would be provided at the next meeting in 
February 2019.  
 
Louise Evans, Head of Adviser and Provider Experience, announced that Kerry O’Shea from 
the University of Bristol would be attending for the wellbeing section of the agenda.  
 

 

   
A1/18/03  Operational update  
  

Review of Confirmation and Clearing 
Louise Cyprien, Service Delivery Manager (Admissions), attended the meeting to deliver 
the update.  
 
UCAS was engaging with awarding bodies to ensure Confirmation and Clearing (C&C) in 
2019 went smoothly. C&C 2018 was considered a success, and UCAS had worked with 
awarding bodies to ensure matches were successful – 3.8 million results were processed. 
Results had been received from the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) on 1 August, 
and the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) in the evening of 10 August.  
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  Action 

 
Embargo breaches had occurred in 2018, although additional training had been rolled out 
to minimise breaches and raise awareness. Most were down to human error, and UCAS 
had continued work on mitigating these problems. On Tuesday 20 November, the 
providers who breached attended a workshop to share experiences and receive guidance. 
Providers with higher impact breaches (when more applicants were affected) would be 
visited by members of the UCAS Executive Team to ensure results were secure ahead of 
publication days in the future.  
 
ucas.com had been redesigned ahead of Clearing 2018, and a Clearing hub was developed 
to enhance the user experience. A mailing campaign was implemented, to encourage 
traffic through the search tool, and triggered emails were also sent to applicants to 
provide additional support. This led to a decrease in calls to UCAS’ Customer Experience 
Centre during C&C. UCAS Media also led a successful mailing campaign to unplaced and 
placed applicants.  
 
On SQA results day, 2,446 Clearing choices were added, and on A level results day there 
were 1.2 million Track logins and 21,779 Clearing choices added. 28 days after A level 
results day, 60,000 applicants were placed in Clearing – 24% of whom applied direct to 
Clearing. There was a total of 426,730 placed applicants.   
 
A member of the Group said that an applicant had experienced issues when requesting to 
be released, as their status didn’t change in time for them to take the place they wanted. 
Paul Featonby, Hartpury University Centre, confirmed that most providers used their own 
student record systems, and the delay in processing the release could have been due to 
amendments being made in their own systems before connecting to UCAS to update. 
Although providers did their best to release applicants promptly, at times it was difficult to 
keep up with demand, and the self-release functionality being developed could help with 
this problem. However, it was important to mitigate the chance of applicants self-releasing 
and then regretting it, and being unable to go back. The Group agreed that additional pop-
up warnings would help. The Chair commented that offers from a provider’s different 
campuses could cause confusion among applicants.  
 
Late applicants had increased, and a member of the Group observed applicants applying 
direct to Clearing who had secured places but needed a reference, which was difficult to 
provide at that time of year. A member of the Group expressed a need for messaging in 
Track regarding the next steps of Clearing when applying for release. 
 
A member of the Group experienced change of course offers from, for example, a 
different campus or to different courses. He wondered if advisers could see the results the 
day before, so they could be on the same page as providers. UCAS confirmed this issue 
would be addressed in the adviser portal, but breaches were still occurring, and until this 
was resolved UCAS would not be able to include advisers in the embargo. A Group 
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  Action 

member commented that advisers being given access to embargoed results would cause 
difficulties for some providers, as they would have to change their timings of processing 
results.  
 
A member of the Group said they had some applicants who hadn’t ticked the tracking 
option box to allow school staff to view their application details, and did not have another 
way to show who had or hadn’t ticked it. It was clarified that in the new adviser portal a 
permissions view would be included to resolve this.  
 
It was asked if the reformed BTEC results had been an issue, and the Chair said that all 
students  at their centre who took these qualifications were placed, and some had 
received unconditional offers.  
 
 

A1/18/04  Policy update  
   
 Ben Jordan, Senior Policy and Qualifications Manager, attended the meeting to discuss 

unconditional offers and the work the Policy Team had been doing to support the use of 
responsible unconditional offer-making. UCAS acknowledged the need to develop good 
practice, and had worked with providers to develop materials. The first completed piece 
was on criminal convictions, which was released earlier in 2018. The second was about 
unconditional offers, and was published on 21 November 2018. The materials were sent to 
the Group with the minutes.  
 
Ben clarified that UCAS’ role was to inform the debate on unconditional offers. In the 
media, the representation of unconditional offer-making was very ‘black and white’, but 
UCAS had investigated and identified 13 different types of unconditional offers.  
 
The Office for Students was asked by the Department for Education (DfE) to complete 
work on unconditional offers as well.  
 
The first UCAS piece on unconditional offers was not an endorsement, but aimed to inform 
providers of the factors they needed to consider when developing an offer practice.  
 
UCAS had worked with nine higher education providers to develop the report, and an 
additional three for the review process.  
 
The 13 types of offers were grouped into five categories:  
 

1. Based on achieved qualifications. 
2. Based on academic potential, for example, admissions assessment. 
3. Based on other criteria or assessment, for example, an audition. 
4. Based on characteristics or circumstances. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
GV SEAG157 
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  Action 

5. Linked to an applicant’s decision, for example, a BBB offer which would be 
changed to an unconditional should they accept as firm.  

 
UCAS would see where those offers were appearing in transaction reports, and this would 
be in the End of Cycle Report. A member of the Group suggested looking at this by 
provider, to establish how many undercover unconditional offers were made. An applicant 
could potentially have five unconditional offers, but only one would show up on Track 
(when changed to firm). UCAS confirmed that a report (embargoed at the time of the 
meeting) would be available at the end of November, which would address this concern.  
 
A member of the Group said that applicants were aggravated by these offers, because 
they put additional pressure on them to make an early decision. Another member 
commented that some thought an unconditional offer would take the pressure off an 
applicant, and wanted to know if the opposite was true. A Group member commented 
that it depended on the category of offer received. Category 4 (characteristics or 
circumstances) could benefit an applicant, but providers needed to be aware of the 
differences. UCAS clarified that some of these types of offers were used in conjunction 
with each other.   
 
One of the considerations in the good practice guidance was whether the offer-making 
policy was clear, transparent, and accessible. The wording, visibility, and encouraging 
nature of messages were also included. The good practice recommendations were 
applicable to all types of offer-making, although some were specifically to relieve the 
concerns around unconditional offers.  
 
An unconditional offer seminar was hosted at the University of Gloucestershire to 
facilitate a balanced discussion for providers, advisers, and a student panel.  
 
It was agreed that UCAS helping to inform the discussion was helpful, but it needed to be 
careful that the quality of data published was high. The Group agreed that providers 
should be open and honest, and this guidance could help them do this.  
  
A member of the Group said that unconditional offers were having a demographic impact 
on student attainment, and some providers were less considerate than others. It was 
commented that this may be true, but most providers had an interest in recruiting high 
achievers, and this was the underlying principle of their recruitment strategies.    
 
The Group could contact Ben Jordan, Senior Policy and Qualifications Manager, with any 
questions or comments at b.jordan@ucas.ac.uk 
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A1/18/05  Adviser experience update  
  

Student Advisory Group 
Courteney Sheppard, Customer Experience Manager, wanted to set up a Student Advisory 
Group, to provide insight and understanding into areas for improvement. It was suggested 
that this was conducted at the same time as the Secondary Education Advisory Group, and 
they were asked if they could bring students with them. Members of the Group said 
teacher-to-pupil ratios could make travel arrangements tricky, although train travel was 
less problematic.  
 
It was difficult for UCAS to engage with applicants, because they weren’t interested in 
UCAS post-admission. A member of the Group said they needed to know which kind of 
students they should bring – for example, disadvantaged, or in care. The Chair said they 
could communicate students’ views on their behalf, and video conferencing or an online 
meeting could also be options. It was suggested that regional focus groups would be 
easier, and potentially cheaper. UCAS commended the Group for its support. 
 
15 October statistics 
The End of Cycle Report has not been released at the time of the meeting, so an overview 
of statistics was given to the Group.  
 
The rate for placed 18 year olds had risen since 2017, but the total number entering higher 
education was down. UCAS observed record high numbers of applicants applying direct to 
Clearing, and the number of EU and non-EU applicants had risen.  
 
Slides would be circulated with the minutes.  
 
Adviser portal engagement plan  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CH SEAG158 

 Alongside the adviser portal, there would also be an agent portal to enable management 
of postgraduate applications by agents. The adviser portal would be launched in March 
2019 for the 2020 cycle. A demo environment had been developed and UCAS was keen for 
advisers to familiarise themselves with the new and enhanced functionality, before going 
live with the portal. Demonstrations of the new adviser portal would be given at UCAS 
exhibitions, and there would be regional twilight sessions for teachers and advisers in 
February and March. Registration was open at 
https://www.ucasevents.com/ucas/frontend/reg/thome.csp?pageID=913773&eventID=18
55&traceRedir=2.  
 
The adviser portal included the same business rules as Apply for advisers and Adviser 
Track, but there would be more features to benefit UCAS customers. New and enhanced 
functionality of the adviser portal included: 
 

• real-time data on applicant status post-submission 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ucasevents.com/ucas/frontend/reg/thome.csp?pageID=913773&eventID=1855&traceRedir=2
https://www.ucasevents.com/ucas/frontend/reg/thome.csp?pageID=913773&eventID=1855&traceRedir=2
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• users could view an applicant’s education section while entering predicted grades 

• users could view an applicant’s personal statement while entering a reference 

• ex-students still linked to the centre could be easily identified 

• a sort and filter functionality for student status pre and post-submission 

• self-service registration and password reset 

• a shortlist of qualifications search and multi-upload 

• revamped Applicant Status Report 

• linked data and reporting  
 
The self-service registration and password reset were being implemented to relieve 
advisers of the manual process of disseminating passwords to their staff. Advisers would 
also have control over who accessed the system. The Applicant Status Report feature was 
in progress, but it was confirmed to include full offer details. 
 
The presentation was circulated with the minutes.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GV SEAG159  

   
A1/18/06  Results day support  
  

The Group members were asked if they were available to support applicants on A level 
results day, and all confirmed they had. Most had gone into their centre the day before. 
One member commented that they would be supporting students remotely in 2019, as 
they were not required to be on site the day before results day. Others also questioned 
their need to be in the day before, as the UCAS emails they received on results day and 
Adviser Track going live on time was helpful.  
 
The Group did not feel the need to contact providers on results day in the past, but one 
member said if a student missed out on a grade it would be useful to be able to contact 
them. Another member said it should be the student’s responsibility to contact providers 
in this situation. One member commented that they did not receive the unit grade (for 
example, 72 out of 100) anymore, just the alphabetic grade, so they could not tell how 
close applicants were to achieving the next grade.  
 
Most members of the Group said they were available to support students from A level 
results day until GCSE results day and beyond, but smaller schools struggled or may not 
have the appropriate member of staff available. Some members of the Group said they 
were open before results day for the International Baccalaureate, but not for BTECs. 
 
 

 

   
   
A1/18/07  Wellbeing discussion  
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  Action 

  
Wellbeing questions was circulated to the Group prior to the meeting. 
 
Louise Evans, Head of Adviser and Provider Experience, thanked the members of the 
Group who brought this topic to the agenda. Over the summer, there was a conference 
inspiring progression to higher education for those new to UCAS and the HE admissions 
process. At this conference there was anxiety from advisers around student mental health 
and wellbeing, particularly when transitioning. UCAS was working with Student Minds to 
find out how they could support students’ wellbeing during the application process.  
 
Kerry O’Shea, University of Bristol, attended the meeting to start the dialogue as an HE 
provider. She confirmed that Bristol had a robust link with the disabilities service team, 
but found that health and wellbeing information wasn’t distributed outside the admissions 
office. Applicants who cited mental health in their personal statement sometimes were 
missed, but the applicants believed the university knew about it.  
 
Kerry was trying to create links within the university, and came up with ideas to track this. 
One of her ideas was to scan the personal statement for keywords. Another was using a 
single extenuating circumstances form at the point of the application, which would ensure 
the applicant only had to enter the information once. The issue had been taken to the 
Russell Group forum, and all 18 providers had supported the ideas presented.  
 
It was clarified that admissions tutors had access to the UCAS information, but not the 
academic tutors. A member of the Group suggested requesting the information later, once 
the conditional firm and insurance choices were selected. They suggested including a line 
in correspondence, to asking the applicant if they wanted to be put in touch with student 
services. It was commented that the information would be more useful upfront, to ensure 
the provider made an appropriate offer, and it would, therefore, be more of a two-stage 
process.   
 
A member had experienced applicants who would not enter special requirements because 
they thought it would impact their offer, but the provider sent messages to encourage 
them to inform the university in advance of registration. It was difficult because some 
course required ‘fitness for practice’ and they did not want to communicate the wrong 
messages. The Chair asked, for example, if an applicant talked about mental health 
volunteering in an application, would it flag up under a scan for keywords. It was 
confirmed that it would be flagged, but UCAS was going to review the language of the 
questions for the application management service (AMS) 2020. One member advised they 
had split it into ‘learning support’ and ‘living support’, and tried to use language and 
categories the applicants could identify with.  
 
It was confirmed that, during the application process, if the nominated contact engaged 
with the provider then they could discuss any wellbeing concerns. But it would be better if 
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the applicant contacted the provider directly, because the General Data Protection 
Regulations (GDPR) limited these discussions.  
 
The Group agreed that it would be very helpful to have a separate box for this information 
on the application. The role of the reference was discussed at the Undergraduate Advisory 
Group meeting, and a more formatted method would be better for providers than a chunk 
of text. The Group agreed that a simpler, more tick-box based format would save a lot of 
time, particularly in light of the full reference not always being read. 
 
A member commented that a free-text box, with the ability to add to it post-submission 
would be a desirable solution for the reference. UCAS confirmed the format of the 
reference was being considered for the application management service (AMS), and once 
it was understood what providers needed, it would be brought to the Secondary Education 
Advisory Group. UCAS would consider the sensitivity of this information when they 
explored ways to ask for it.  
 
A member of the Group suggested a ranking format if this was all providers required. Once 
an application went through Clearing, the new provider would be able to pull out the 
information if they had the free-text box. There were late applicants who didn’t provide 
the information up front, and having that information would be helpful.  
 
It was raised that the extenuating circumstances forms found on provider websites were 
different, and sometimes the school wouldn’t see what the students entered. These 
should be consistent across the sector, to make it easier for applicants to supply 
information for mental health or physical disabilities.  
 
A Group member said that losing a family member affected a teenager for longer than six 
months (the time awarding bodies gave for extenuating circumstances), and this should be 
taken into account.  
 
It was commented that providers should have a responsibility to add additional 
requirements, for example, fit for practice information available all the way through the 
application process.  
 
UCAS, as a shared service, was in a position to make a difference in this area, and wanted 
to minimise the work for providers and schools. The Group was asked if they had been in a 
position where students needed help, but hadn’t declared any problems, and the school 
felt they had a duty of care to intervene. Members of the Group said it was difficult, but 
safeguarding would be prioritised over the GDPR. With over 18s it was more of a 
challenge, because different rules applied.  
 
A member of the Group said a tick box for extenuating circumstances may be too 
simplified, but it would help identify individuals who needed to be contacted. Any 
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indication of whether support was needed would be welcome, and it could prompt the 
provider to thoroughly check the reference. The Group liked the use of ‘living support’ and 
‘learning support’ categories for the initial breakdown. Paul Featonby, Hartpury University 
Centre, clarified that this would be then managed by the wellbeing team, not the 
admissions team at his provider.  
 
A member of the Group said that there could be extenuating circumstances unseen 
because the student was performing well, but a tick box would at least flag them to the 
provider.  
  
 

   
A1/18/08  Demo of adviser portal   
   
 The Group was given a practical demonstration of the adviser portal by Claire Howson and 

Lee Standen, Product Owners. The adviser portal aimed to provide a more user-friendly 
service.  
 
The Group signed in to the portal test environment, and the advisers’ dashboard, where 
they could access application management. In application management, they searched for 
the demo centre number which brought up a centre-wide view. Filters and quick links 
enabled the user to narrow down their selection.   

 

  
If the Group had any questions or comments for the adviser portal product team, they 
could contact Callie Hawkins at c.hawkins@ucas.ac.uk 

 

   
   
   
A1/18/12 Any other business and close  
   
 The next meeting would be on 13 February 2018. The invitation had already been sent to 

the Group.  
 

   

 
 


