Scenario Title:     Use of a soft template for the personal statement element of a web-based application to Higher Education

Purpose of this scenario:

This scenario presents a rationale for the development of the proposed soft template, followed by an outline narrative of how the content of the structured personal statement would be created, used and assessed in practice, through the application cycle.  It is based on current and intended practice.

The scenario goes on to distinguish the specific perspectives of learners, advisors and admissions staff, exploring the actions of each at each stage of the narrative.  In addition, a stakeholder analysis indicates the needs and objectives of each user.  The purpose of these sections of the scenario is to provide the basis for developing the technical specification for a comprehensive IT solution.  A detailed analysis of the data needs of one specific type of user is presented in the Use Case attached to this appendix as Annex 1
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The Policy and Practice Context in which the Scenario was developed

Policy context

Move to 100% on-line applications for 2006, by UCAS

Consultation process leading up to the Schwartz report on Fair Admissions to Higher Education

Widening access requiring a broadening of the scope of information about the learner invited by the UCAS application

Schwartz recommendations in September 2004 on transparency of course entry criteria, consistency and professionalism in HE admissions processes, provision of feedback on admissions decisions

Implementation of the Dearing recommendation for progress files for Higher Education (1997), with the target date of 2005-06

Employability and skills agendas

Emergence of eportfolios internationally, and of personal development planning as a domain within the ELF.  In 14-19 education, ILPs and eportfolios highlighted through Tomlinson (2004) and personal learning space and eportfolios highlighted in the DfES eLearning Strategy (2005).

Practice context (What problem(s) does the scenario address?)

The needs driving the development of the process:

Needs of WP students: the established format of a UCAS application, based on a single, paper form, needs updating, to complement information about formal examination achievements with a wider range of evidence to demonstrate aptitude and potential, not just achievement.

WP students may need more support in presenting themselves through the UCAS application than the current open textbox provided for the personal statement, accompanied by generalised UCAS guidance, can offer.

Personal statements are often poorly constructed by candidates who are unclear about the expectations of different HE programmes or institutions, and constrained by the current need to write one catch-all statement when applying for perhaps five rather different courses.

Some candidates experience some difficulty in selecting suitable evidence from their previous study and wider life experiences to include in their statement.

Needs of admissions officers and tutors – for enhanced information upon which to base assessments of aptitude and potential, without interview, thus saving significant amounts of time.  Equally, in another context, to discriminate between high achieving candidates at the top of the range in terms of suitability for a specific course.

Needs of HE tutors responsible for personal tutoring, directing studies, induction, etc – for better information, earlier, to assist induction, to inform diagnosis of learning needs, skills gaps, etc and for planning of individual learning programmes.

The Scenario: How it resolves the problem(s)

Within this context, it was suggested that enhanced learner information for HE admissions through UCAS could be provided:

by using progress eportfolios to prepare learners for the completion of a revised UCAS application

by treating the UCAS application as a presentational eportfolio, linked to the learner’s progress eportfolio

by making data from both the learner’s UCAS application and their progress eportfolio transferable into systems within the admitting HEI for business and educational purposes, especially to enhance induction.

Within an enhanced application, a structured personal statement would provide prompts to help candidates provide the information admissions tutors need about the skills, knowledge, experience and aptitudes identified as key to success on specific HE courses.  A course-related structure would increase the candidate’s understanding of the expectations of HE and help them to present appropriate evidence.

For candidates without a formal personal development planning record, the structured personal statement would provide a form of ‘just in time’ retrospective PDP – a structure to guide reflection and support the presentation of an informative application.

For admissions tutors, a structured personal statement would provide enhanced learner information to assist admissions decisions, in selecting situations - both where many similar, highly-qualified candidates are competing for limited places on a course, and in the widening participation situation, where the tutor is seeking to identify individuals with potential to succeed on a specific course from a group of candidates whose profiles of achievement are borderline.

A personal statement structured to reflect the entry requirements articulated in a course entry profile would also provide the admissions tutor with a framework for providing structured and consistent feedback on admissions decisions, fairly and transparently, to rejected candidates.

Diagram showing points A-H set out in the scenario below

The Scenario – Note the structure of this may change slightly in co-ordination with Sandra’s development of the flow diagram

A. Course leaders in HEIs construct a Course Entry Profile for each programme of study, identifying, say, six key requirements (these may be key skills, areas of knowledge or experience, qualities or aptitudes), which make for success on the course. 

B. The student, in 16-19 education in school or FE college, engages with a structured and supported process of personal development planning and develops a progress eportfolio,.  The process includes evidencing and reviewing skills and aptitudes, establishing learning goals and aspirations, developing plans for her learning (and future career) and possibly some preparation for further study (in FE or HE) and/or for application to employment.  As part of her enquiries into possibilities in HE, s/he searches the courses on the UCAS website and accesses course entry profiles which help her (i) to identify any skills gaps she may be able to target in time for applying to HE for courses she would like to enter, and/or (ii) to find courses whose entry requirements suggest a good match to her expected level of performance and the personal experience and qualities she can demonstrate by referencing her progress eportfolio.  She is encouraged by what she finds to go ahead and apply to go to university.

C.  When the time to apply for HE arrives, she accesses the online application and, on entering the code for each course she has chosen, is automatically presented with a specific Personal Statement template. This consists of a set of six text fields populated with the six key requirements provided in the corresponding course entry profile (now acting as prompts).  The prompts assist the candidate to compile an appropriately focused personal statement. In addition there is a free-text box for further information, which contains the candidate’s default statement open for customising.  

D.  Since the candidate also has a web-based PDP ePortfolio, she can insert links to specific, date-stamped items in the ePDP to support her personal statement, or alternatively attach files (text, visual, audio) to her application.  With any linked material or attachment, the candidate provides a short reflective commentary or annotation, explaining her choice of evidence and discussing it briefly, e.g. in terms of further ideas she has had since it was created.  By highlighting a series of items of date-stamped evidence, the candidate can demonstrate the development of her ideas and/or her general progress over time.  The completed application presentation is submitted.

E.  The central admissions staff in each HEI filter applications on the basis of published entry criteria, identifying all the candidates requiring referral to an admissions tutor for a specific course and requesting the tutor to assess these.

F. The admissions tutor drills down into an application by following the links to the selected items of evidence and their associated commentaries, using the commentaries to assess the candidate’s ability to reflect on their own work and sampling the items themselves, when necessary, as evidence of quality and/or potential.  The richer picture of the candidate which is formed in this way enables the tutor to differentiate between this candidate and others which look very similar on the surface.

G.  The admissions tutor enters a grade for each section of the personal statement into the decision and feedback section of the admissions system, and selects Accept or Reject.  The system checks the profile for consistency with previous cases and reports back to the tutor whether the proposed decision is consistent.  When consistency is achieved, the system saves the profile.  

In the case of a rejected student, the profile is used by central admissions staff to populate a table in an automatically-generated feedback letter, explaining why the candidate could not be offered a place.  

H.  In the case of an accepted student, the profile, as well as the rest of the application, is made available to the student and the personal tutor/director of studies, for discussion as part of the student’s induction and the start of learner support and on-going PDP in HE. 

Perspectives of Different Actors

The same narrative told from the perspectives of different actors.

	Learner’s Perspective
	
	Advisor’s Perspective
	
	Admissions Staff

	
	A
	
	A
	HE admissions tutors identify personal qualities, skills and attributes, complementary to formal academic requirements, as part of a transparent course entry profile

	Because I know that evidence in my progress ePortfolio can be highlighted in my application to HE, I keep my ePortfolio up to date throughout Year 12.  When I start researching HE courses on the UCAS website, the course entry profiles for courses which interest me mention one or two skills where my track record is less than great, so I plan an extra activity which will give me the experience I need to fill the gap. 


	B *
	FE: I provide skills and career development advice to the student, including advice on applying to HE, through both one-to-one and group sessions.  I guide her to sources of information and encourage her to work consistently on her ePortfolio in relation to the course entry requirements of HE subjects which may interest her.  I introduce her to UCAS course entry profiles and help her reflect on how her ePortfolio evidence maps against them.


	B *
	

	When I’m getting close to choosing which universities and courses to apply for, I use the course entry profiles to get a clear idea of what is expected of students on each programme, and whether this is the course for me.
	C
	The course entry profiles help me to highlight for candidates the differences between similarly-named courses and the different expectations of each HEI.  
	C
	

	 When I draft my personal statement for each course individually, using the template drawn from the course entry profile which reminds me what skills, knowledge, experience and aptitudes I need to demonstrate, in addition to my formal qualifications. I focus my statement appropriately, choosing evidence from my progress ePortfolio that I know will be relevant.  I include a reflective commentary on the significance of the materials I hot-link into my statement.


	D
	They also assist me in advising students on what would be useful additional evidence to present to an HEI.

I encourage students who may be applying to highly competitive courses or who have gaps in formal qualifications to use the opportunity to attach additional evidence to show the full extent of the qualities and skills they have to offer.

I advise candidates on how to select their PDP evidence and make an appropriate commentary on it.  
	D
	

	
	E
	
	E
	Central admissions officer: After discussion with programme admissions tutors, I apply agreed criteria to filter applications efficiently and consistently.  The increased structure in the format of the application enables me to customise and prioritise the presentation of the information, which speeds up the process of categorising and comparing applications.
I identify borderline cases and refer them to the departmental admissions tutor.



	
	F
	
	F
	Department admissions tutor: 

 I follow links provided by the candidate to examples she has chosen to exemplify her skills and qualities, paying attention both to her commentary on each item and, as far as is useful, to the items themselves.  This deeper perspective enables me to distinguish between applications which look very similar on the surface.

I score each section of the personal statement and the system checks that my recommended decision is consistent with decisions on other candidates’ applications.

	
	G
	
	G
	Central admissions officer:

We offer this candidate a place.  However, had she been rejected, I would have drawn down an automatic feedback letter to explain the rejection by showing that the scored profile awarded to the applicant’s structured personal statement is lower than the score  attracting offers for the current cohort.

	Succeeding in getting a university place, I start the course and have an initial meeting with my HE tutor.  We review my application, including how I scored on different parts of the personal statement, and discuss what study pathway will suit me best and what support I can access.  I restart my progress ePortfolio by setting some new skills targets. 


	H
	HE Personal tutor/Director of Studies: 

I use the scored profile as part of the student’s induction, since it provides positive feedback as well as a starting point for exploring appropriate course options, etc.  It indicates one or two areas where support may be needed and I provide guidance on these, encouraging the student to plan how to address certain skills gaps.  I link this discussion directly into an introduction of our PDP processes.


	H
	


* Cross references to the Flow Diagram
Stakeholders
Note: Too anodyne???   Bring out conflicts more?  Refer to pros and cons in discussion paper?????

	Main types of Learner
	Wants

	‘Widening access’ learners such as those with non-standard qualifications, those with under-performance in key qualifications or gaps in formal qualifications due to personal circumstances

Students applying for highly competitive entry programmes where there are more candidates applying than places available in any one year. 

Candidates offered a place as a result of this process.

Candidates rejected as a result of this process.
	An opportunity to demonstrate their skills, knowledge, experience and aptitudes by means other than their formal qualifications – such as through evidence from projects at School or College, evidence from employment or life experience.

An opportunity (and guidance) in how they can demonstrate the ‘value added’ of skills, knowledge, experience and aptitude for their chosen programme of study over similar candidates and maximise their eligibility to be considered. 

	Main types of Advisor:
	Wants

	School or FE College HE and/or careers advisor
	Clarity about the expectations of different HEIs and HE programmes, and an efficient means by which to support applicants. 



	HE personal tutor / induction tutor
	To feel as fully informed as possible about the student at the start of the course, so as to be able to give appropriate advice and support her successful transition into HE 

	Administrator:
	Wants

	Central Admissions Service administration
	Consistently presented learner information against the required entry criteria for each programme and a means by which consistent and accurate decisions can be made and, if necessary, fed back, on each application efficiently and effectively.

	HE course leader producing course entry profile
	Informed, appropriate applicants who can demonstrate that they have a mix of  qualities and qualifications which gives them potential to succeed on the course and are positively motivated to undertake it.

	HE department admissions tutor
	A fair, efficient, quality-assured and transparent process by which to identify candidates who are most likely to succeed in the programme, so improving retention and progression. 

	Technical Support:
	

	ICT Systems Staff
	A common structure for applications, including for personal statements, irrespective of subject, to allow different categories of learner information relating to the incoming student to be transferred from the admissions system into both business and PDP systems in the University. 




Other Actors

Student Information System, ePortfolio system,  

Definition of Terms

HE Course Entry Profiles – a statement of the requirements for entry to an HE course, in which formal qualifications are complemented by a set of statements identifying core skills, knowledge, experience and aptitudes which are key to satisfactory progress on the course

Personal Development Planning  –Dearing definition insert

Personal Statement – a short statement  by the candidate which describes their skills, 

knowledge, experience and aptitudes, and their motivation and suitability for the course for which they are applying 

ePortfolio – an electronic tool which can be used to record the process and

products of personal development planning. It can consist of an archive of 

textual and visual material, an environment in which such material is 

interacted with and manipulated, and a tool to selectively present such 

material. (we need a better definition in here)

Soft template – a set of guide questions or statements based on the HE 

Course Entry Profile statements which provides clear and effective guidance

to candidates to assist them in structuring a concise and focussed statement 

of their skills, knowledge, experience and aptitude as relevant to the chosen 

HE programme.
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Appendix A   Annex 1

Use Case

The use of extended, customised information to select Y13 Widening Participation applicants to HE without interview.

Purpose of this use case:

To represent the particular perspective of Admissions Staff in relation to the preceding scenario and to demonstrate in detail all the uses of data which an IT system would need to be able to support

Lead Authors

Peter Rees Jones, Angela Smallwood

Date 2004-09-3


Language

English

Contributors



Subjects
University Admissions, selection, widening participation, Y13 applicants, interoperability.


Audience
Teachers, Learners, Policy Makers, Technologists, Managers, University admissions staff, student advisers
Coverage

UK, schools, colleges, universities

Link


http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/ePortfolio/
I. The Significance of this Use Case 

Academic staff are overloaded with the work required to select candidates on very short timescales and the present system does not differentiate between candidates who clearly meet or fail to meet the entry criteria,

The new system will automate the selection of candidates who meet their offers and automatically provide feedback to those who do not, allowing tutors time to concentrate on borderline candidates without recourse to time consuming interviews;

II. Link to a scenario in which this use case takes place (optional)

III. Link to an application profile of the data provided for this use case (optional)

IV. Link to an application profile of the data provided by this use case (optional)

V. List of Actors

	Active Actor
	Stakeholders and what they want from this re-engineered process



	A Departmental Admissions Tutor in an academic department


	Reduced workload while continuing to base decisions on academic judgement.  

Specifically, an end to interviews of all WP applicants.

Scalable information to identify WP applicants most likely to benefit from and contribute to the University. 

Information dynamically linked to entry criteria.

No extra work to provide useful feedback on request to the unsuccessful applicant.

No extra work to provide generic feedback to help link colleges better prepare WP applicants. 

Decisions based on criteria developed by the department with decisions on borderline cases always based on professional academic judgement.

	The University Admissions Officer


	Simultaneously ensure that academic departments select those applicants with the greatest potential and at the same time ensure that the resulting cohort of UK students has a profile broadly matching that of UK society.

Enable academic departments to make effective use of transparent entry criteria set by the department to inform their academic judgement to select all kinds of applicant.

Specifically, provide departments with more but scalable information in the format they request, especially for borderline applicants, such as WP applicants.

The means to provide feedback to academic departments on how well their entry profiles identify applicants of any kind who become successful students so that criteria can be improved, especially for successful borderline applicants, such as WP applicants.

In this way establish a transparent, fair process that is not open to challenge on procedural grounds and recruits students of the highest potential.

The means to provide useful information that can be sent to unsuccessful individual students automatically on request. 

The means to provide useful generic information to be sent to colleges to better prepare applicants automatically, especially link WP colleges.



	
	Other Actors who are not Stakeholders



	
	Regional School/College ePortfolio system (Nottingham City passport)

	
	New UCAS information systems 

	
	University Student Admissions System


VI. The  Use Case

	A. Relationship with preceding Use Cases

Applications received for the first HE cycle are entered on the Student Admissions System. All Widening Participation Y13 applicants are flagged.

All applicants are sifted centrally on hard information such as predicted grade.  

Some applicants are identified as probable recruits others as probable rejections.



	B. What is the Trigger for the Use Case?

All applicants flagged as Widening Participation within a set distance of the threshold for acceptance for candidates on hard evidence enter the process described in this use case.



	C. What are the types of information provided for the Use Case?

1. A summary of the key information following the preceding use cases, which will always include: -

i. The hard information and the distance from the threshold for an offer to be made

ii. A line chart  summarising the information from the Tomlinson Transcript to show the rate at which the applicant is improving (a rising trend indicating potential)

iii. The six entry criteria indicating potential, alongside that section of the Personal Statement, linked to the referee’s comments;

iv. An open text box for the applicant to set out “the other things you think we should know about you”, linked to the referee’s comments.

(a separate use case covers applicants who have flagged “extenuating circumstances”)

2. The “applicant’s assessed profile”, a column chart presenting a profile of the applicant in terms of the hard information arising from the preceding use cases, plus the grading awarded by a departmental admissions tutor in this use case.  

3. A benchmark threshold against which the applicant’s assessed profile may be reviewed.  Grades awarded against the entry criteria indicating potential may raise above the threshold an applicant assessed as a rejection on the hard criteria.

4. All the information that the University has received from UCAS.

5. Links the applicant (and the referee with the applicant’s consent) has added to concise information in the ePortfolio.  (For example, this might include an applicant’s self assessment of one aspect of their Tomlinson dissertation, but not the dissertation itself.)

6. Information about the applicant already known to the University (for example from an access course or summer school)

In some institutions additional information about the school or college may be used for this type of use case.



	D.  The Use Case

The Departmental Admissions Tutor: -

	1. Logs onto the Student Admissions System
2. Reviews the hard information arising from the previous use cases and the bar chart summarising the applicants rate of improvement (D1 i & ii)
3. Reviews each section of the personal statement against the corresponding set of entry criteria taking account of the referee’s comments and awards a grade against each section. (D1 iii)
4. The Students Admissions System updates the column chart presenting the applicant’s assessed profile (D2) to show the grades the tutor has awarded against each of the entry criteria.  This is presented against the benchmark threshold for entry (D3).
5. The Tutor checks the applicant’s assessed profile (D2) against the benchmark for entry (D3) and identifies a criterion requiring review.
6. The Tutor clicks through to the applicant’s self assessment of her ability to apply what she has learned individually as a member of a team resolving a practical problem in a lab(D5). The tutor adjusts the grade for this criterion.
7. The Tutor again reviews the applicant’s assessed profile.
8. The Tutor reviews the open text box to see if this contains information meriting a final additional grade (D1 iv).
9. The Tutor submits the completed form.
10. In this instance the Student Admissions System confirms that the applicant meets the benchmark threshold be offered a place and provides the tutor with the bar chart summarising the applicants rate of improvement and the predicted grades (D 1 i & ii).
11. The tutor reviews this information and proposes an offer.
(NOTE: - The tutor is not permitted to make any comment on the webform about an application for legal reasons and to minimise workload)

	E. What are the types of information provided by the Use Case? 

An Assessed Applicant Profile (D2) for all applicants.

Unsuccessful applicants receive their Assessed Applicant Profile on request together with a copy of the benchmark threshold and a standard letter.  

Linked colleges receive an analysis of their Assessed Applicant Profile identifying areas of strength and weakness against the entry criteria which they are able to discuss with their link Widening Participation Officer.

The University analyses the same data to review how well entry criteria predict success.

	F  Information no longer required

Please list any types of information which have no continuing function once the use case is finished

The keys to the ePortfolios of an unsuccessful candidate are deleted as soon as the feedback has been sent to the candidate.  Other information is retained according to agreed University policy published on the web in order to assure the quality and fairness of the admissions process and to provide formative feedback to schools and colleges.




