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insights and 
opportunities

Ellie Rowley- UCAS Fair Access Programme Lead



The UCAS Fair Access 
Programme: strategic objectives

1. Transform 
your 

understanding 
of students 

through new 
questions, data 

and insight

2. Bring the 
hardest to 

reach students 
to you, earlier

5. Remove 
barriers 

and inspire 
students

3. Help you 
understand
what works 
in widening 

participation 
and access

4. Help bring 
schools, 
colleges 

and universities
closer together
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How is UCAS 
supporting Fair 
Access? 

UCAS strategy and product development 
reflects widening access/participation goals

Inspires and enables informed decision-making 
through personalised information and advice 
through the UCAS Hub. 

Data services to help providers and WP 
organisations evaluate the effectiveness of 
interventions

Publishing high quality insight and analysis to inform 
policy and public debate, and drive improvements

Supports providers’ goals through data collection, contextual 
data, and offering targeted marketing services 

Ensures that admissions services facilitate WP, including 
reforming to support disadvantaged students
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January Equal Consideration Deadline Stats
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594,940 total 
applicants (-0.3%) 

316,850 18 year 
old applicants 

(+0.7%)

65,450 21 year 
old+ applicants 
decline (-5.2%)

115,730 
International 

applicants (+0.7%)

479, 210 total UK 
applicants (-0.5%) 

Second highest number of UK 18 year old applicants on record apply



Subject applications – Stem in demand

BOTTOM 5 TOP 5

Computing
+7%

Mathematical 
sciences
+7%

Engineering 
and 
technology
+10%

Education and 
teaching
-6%

Psychology
-6%

Medicine and 
dentistry
-6%

Social sciences
-4%

Combined and 
general studies
-3%

Physical sciences
+6%

Law
+4%

5

Top 5 and bottom 5 percentage changes in applications by CAH1 subject grouping



Journey to a million 

860,000  |  +35,000

2027

2028

2029

2026

890,000  |  +30,000

960,000  |  +40,000

920,000  |  +30,000

2022 vs 2030 
there could be:

18 YO
+126,000

International 
+90,000

2030 1,000,000  |  +40,000

17 May 2024Security marking: PUBLIC |   6



17 May 2024 |   7Security marking: PUBLIC

1. Transform 
your 

understanding 
of students 
through new 

questions, data 
and insight

2. Bring the 
hardest to 

reach students 
to you, earlier

5. Remove 
barriers 

and inspire 
students

4. Help bring 
schools, 
colleges 

and universitie
s closer togeth

er

Students with 
parenting 

responsibilities

Care- 
experienced 

students

Estranged 
students

Refugees and 

asylum       seekers

Students from UK 
Armed Forces families

Armed Forces 
veterans and 
Service leavers

Carers

Disabled 
students/

mental health 
condition

FSM 
students

Questions in the application to identify:

16,010
22,600

60,410

103,470

6,560

21,690

1,030

3,380 Refugee/HP
440 Asylum

3,480 LLR

11,295
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Compared to young applicants without caring responsibilities…

The UCAS application data shows:
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More likely to apply within 30 
minutes of home

Strong preference for health and 
social care, nursing and midwifery

Less likely to apply to the most 
selective institutions

More likely to share a disability, 
especially a mental health 

condition



Survey respondents told us:
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Ability to travel home easily, if living away from home, was an 
important factor

Strongly motivated by studying the subject they love, and deepening 
knowledge or skills in a particular area

Possibility to balance studies with part-time work was another 
important factor

Majority received no guidance about going to HE as a young adult 
carer



Increase in UK applicants 
sharing a disability or 
mental health condition

The wording of the disability and 
mental health question was updated 

for the 2023 cycle.

• Visual impairment: +197%

• Long-term illness or health 

condition: +98%

• Hearing impairment: +57%

• Mental health condition: +56%

• Two or more impairments: 42%

• Physical impairment or mobility 

challenges: +29%

• Other condition or impairment: -20%
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▪ 1 in 5 UK applicants share – 
over 128k

▪ Over a third share a mental 
health condition (8% of UK 
applicants) 

▪ Greatest increases seen for:

Mental health conditions 

+542%

Two or more impairments 

+508%

Visual impairments 

+325%

157% rise in applicants sharing a 
disability since 2014 …
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UK applicants sharing a condition, impairment, or mental health condition in the UCAS application 2014-2023

Question text 
updated
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Mental health
condition/challenge/disorder

Learning difference

Long-term illness/health condition

Two or more impairments

Social/behavioural/communication
impairment

Other condition/impairment

Hearing impairment

Visual impairment

Physical impairment/challenges with
mobility



What needs to change?
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1. IAG for disabled young people (and their parents/carers) must start earlier so HE and 
apprenticeships are viewed as viable pathways – and can be planned accordingly

2. Disabled applicants (and those who advise them) need earlier, clearer, accessible 
details about support, recognising the journey may be longer and more complex

3. Young applicants need more help to research support and speak to the disability 
adviser about their individual needs

4. IAG must recognise the intersectionality of disability with other characteristics to 
address hidden challenges and barriers

5. Consistent messages about how disability data is used in admissions must come from 
key influencers, e.g. parents and support staff, from the outset

6. The specific needs of students with different types of impairment must be 
accommodated when advising, with information and support tailored accordingly



How UCAS is supporting

Changes to the wording of the UCAS 
application question, with further 

improvements to the question to follow.

Improved information and advice – 
new mental health pages with 
‘what happens next’ outlined to 

create transparency.

Mental health needs considered 
intersectionally across all under-represented 
groups, and support information integrated.

Cross-sector collaboration with 
expert groups and networks

2025 cycle project with TASO on 
what works with messaging 
around sharing MH condition

Improved signposting for DSA

Adviser toolkit and PDP module
Additional support over C&C



Student-facing resources 

17 May 2024|   15Security marking: PUBLIC
Individual needs student pages

http://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/ucas-undergraduate-care-experienced-students


New DSA 
resources

Link to DSA pages

https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/money/additional-funding/disabled-students-allowance-dsa


Next Steps: What is the 
experience of students 
from a care background?
November 2022

Read report here

Summary of key findings:

• Three in five received no guidance specific to going to HE with care experience

• Students’ decision making is influenced by their individual support needs

• Care-experienced applicants have a less linear education pathway to HE

• The intersectionality of care experience with other personal characteristics presents additional 
challenges and considerations

• Applicants do not always discuss their circumstances with the people who can 
inform them about support in HE

http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports/next-steps-what-experience-students-care-background-education-report
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We looked at the intersectionality of care experience and other characteristics 

Compared to applicants without care experience …



17 May 2024 |   19Security marking: PUBLIC

We also looked at applicants’ preferences and behaviours

Less likely to achieve the top 
grades in post-16 qualifications

• 51% less likely to achieve the highest grades in 
A levels and Scottish Highers

• 23% less likely to achieve DDD or above in BTEC 
Extended Diploma

More likely to enter HE with 
vocational or technical 

qualifications
• 112% more likely to take Access to HE 

Diploma
• 40% less likely to apply with A levels

Strong preference for health-
related and social care courses

• 179% more likely to study health and social care 
courses

• 50% more likely to study nursing and midwifery
• 44% less likely to study economics

More likely to enter lower 
tariff providers

• 23% more likely to be accepted at lower tariff 
provider

• 30% less likely to be accepted at a higher tariff 
provider



Key considerations and challenges
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Three in five received no guidance 
specific to going to HE with care 
experience

A quarter only discuss their care 
background with staff who already 
know

Help is sought from a variety of 
people and sources

How can UCAS ensure the trusted adults 
helping care-experienced applicants have 
the right information and resources?

How can UCAS support those who do not 
have support from a social worker or 
school/college (e.g. mature)?



Key considerations and challenges
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How can we make it easier for care-
experienced people to find information 

about other support needs?

How can UCAS ensure the trusted adults 
helping care-experienced applicants have 

the right information and resources?

2x more likely to share a disability 
3x more likely to share a mental 
health condition

Mental health and wellbeing support 
is the most influential factor in their 
decision making

40% felt unsupported with 
information about managing 
mental health in HE - and how to 
access support



Student I&A

Individual needs student pages

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/ucas-undergraduate-care-experienced-students
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/ticking-box-how-we-use-information-about-care-experience-kingston-university
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/students-care-experience-three-reasons-tick-box
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/should-i-mention-my-care-experience-my-personal-statement
http://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/ucas-undergraduate-care-experienced-students


Adviser resources Provider good 
practice

All adviser toolkits

All good practice briefings

http://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs
https://www.ucas.com/providers/good-practice/supporting-disadvantaged-and-under-represented-groups


1 in 3
CONSIDER HIGHER EDUCATION AS EARLY AS PRIMARY SCHOOL,

WITH ADVANTAGED STUDENTS 40% MORE LIKELY TO DO SO

What do we know?



1 in 5
INADVERTENTLY CLOSES THE DOOR TO A COURSE OF CHOICE

TO QUALIFICATION OR SUBJECT SELECTION

What do we know?



Find out more here

Emotion

Experience

Confidence

Independence

Control

Inspiration

6 KEY THEMES INFLUENCING STUDENT CHOICE

https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-and-resources/adviser-news/news/new-report-project-next-generation-six-themes-influence-student-choice


27 Q2.1 Overall, how do you feel about your life… how it will turn out in the future
BASE: All Respondents (147/502/235/48/62)

Being prepared is key for feeling in control

% Extremely/very positive about the future

How PREPARED to make decisions about that future

80%

54%

32%

15%

27%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Very Fairly Not very Not at all No idea
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Read all our 
reports here:

www.ucas.com/
about-us/news-

and-
insights/ucas-

reports  

http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports
http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports
http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports
http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports
http://www.ucas.com/about-us/news-and-insights/ucas-reports
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Resources to support 
advisers and students



Student-facing 
information and advice

www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-
university/undergraduate-individual-needs

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/ucas-undergraduate-care-experienced-students
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/ticking-box-how-we-use-information-about-care-experience-kingston-university
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/students-care-experience-three-reasons-tick-box
https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/should-i-mention-my-care-experience-my-personal-statement


www.ucas.com/discover/support-cost-living 

Student-facing 
information and advice

www.ucas.com/money 

www.ucas.com/apprenticeships 

www.ucas.com/undergraduate/student-life/mental-health-and-wellbeing 

http://www.ucas.com/discover/support-cost-living
http://www.ucas.com/money
http://www.ucas.com/apprenticeships
http://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/student-life/mental-health-and-wellbeing


Resources for advisers: toolkits
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www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs 

http://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs


Sign up for the UCAS 
Professional Development 

Platform here

5. Remove barriers 
and inspire students

Resources for 
advisers: 
Professional 
Development 
Platform

http://www.ucas.com/advisers/toolkits/adviser-toolkit-supporting-students-individual-needs
https://pdp.ucas.com/
https://pdp.ucas.com/
https://pdp.ucas.com/


Resources for advisers: 
Engagement opportunities

Read a full list of upcoming and 
past Adviser Live events

Sign up for our Access Newsletter
Details of upcoming events and training – visit 

our fair access website

http://www.ucas.com/advisers/news/adviser-lives
http://www.ucas.com/advisers/news/adviser-lives
https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
https://www.ucas.com/providers/ucas-fair-access-programme
https://www.ucas.com/providers/ucas-fair-access-programme


UNIBUDDY ON UCAS

36

Peer-to-peer content in partnership with Unibuddy.

Springpod | Undergraduate, 16-18 Choices | UCAS

SPRINGPOD ON UCAS
Subject spotlights and virtual work experience in partnership with 
Springpod.

https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/springpod


What sort of Subject Spotlights are available?
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There’s things to consider with your next step 

• something you enjoy – you’re investing 
time and effort 

• whether it’s right for your career path – 
check with employers and professional 
organisations

• location – city or rural, transport links

• a study and assessment style that suits 
you

• environment including extracurricular, 
clubs, and societies

• finances

Is it right for them?
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Personalised tools to help

UCAS Quiz

Find job and career 
ideas matched to 
your personality. 

Plus a list of 
courses previous 
students studied in 
order to get there.

 

What to study next?

Broaden your 
horizons by 
exploring another 
subject area, that 
student’s who did 
your qualification 
went on to study. 
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Advice and events 

Hub lives 

Watch expert 
interviews on 
demand. 

Make an informed 
decision about the 
right path for you. 
University, 
apprenticeships or 
the world of work. 

Your events 

Filter to explore 
events, open days and 
tours to suit your 
needs. 

Register straight from 
the Hub for our UCAS 
Discovery events, with 
exciting new zones 
covering all pathways. 

https://www.ucas.com/explore/search/videos?query=&refinementList%5Bvideo_channels_name%5D%5B0%5D=Hub%20Live%20Videos
https://www.ucas.com/explore/search/videos?query=&refinementList%5Bvideo_channels_name%5D%5B0%5D=Hub%20Live%20Videos
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What else students might need?

Accommodation

High on the list when 
considering where to 
study, but it’s not 
always easy to 
compare what’s on 
offer. Understand 
what options there 
are using our 
accommodation 
search.

Personal Statement 
Builder 

Designed to help you 
think about what to 
include, and how to 
lay it all out. It counts 
how many characters 
you’ve used, so it’s 
easy to see when 
you’re close to the 
4,000 character limit.

https://accommodation.ucas.com/
https://accommodation.ucas.com/
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Build their profile. Favourite as they go. 

Build your shortlist 

Save for courses, universities, colleges, subjects, 
apprenticeships and more! Use to shortlist your 
top 5 choices, manage, keep those favourite 
information pages to hand. 

Explore your future 

What to do? Where to go? Discover all the options with 
our subject, industry, and career guides. Explore city, 
employer and accommodation information. Compare 
apprenticeships and course opportunities for you. 

|   43



OPENING UP GREATER CHOICE

96,000 

INTEREST IN APPRENTICESHIPS CONTINUES TO GROW

152,000

393,000
427,000 440,000

0

100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

Students interested in apprenticeships*

2021 2022 2023 2024

*Data source; 
UCAS Potential 
Applicant 
Database 
(PAD) at Equal 
Consideration 
Deadline (ECD) 



OPENING UP GREATER CHOICE

STUDENTS AREN’T GETTING THE INFORMATION THEY 
NEED

1 in 3

1 in 5

87% 
or 

57%

close a door to a 
potential career at GCSE 
options stage

do not get information 
about apprenticeships 
at school or college

associate university or 
an apprenticeship with 
securing a good job

associate prestige with 
university or an 
apprenticeship

76% 
or 
4%

44%

of 18–24-year-olds had 
a positive application 
experience

94%
or 

24%

adviser confidence levels to 
support university or 
apprenticeship applications



OPENING UP GREATER CHOICE

Awareness of 
apprenticeships 
when it comes 

to pursuing 
some career 
goals is low

The landscape 
to search for 

opportunities is 
disparate & 

hard to 
navigate

Application 
methods are 

inconsistent & 
support is 
varied for 

individuals

Recruitment 
processes are 

often multi-
staged and can 

be highly 
pressured

Research is 
difficult and 

often 
conducted 

without support 
from teachers

AND THEIR JOURNEY IS CHALLENGING
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Apprenticeships support
• Support and guidance for students 

through our own apprenticeships page: 
ucas.com/apprenticeships

Including:

• What is an apprenticeship? - Find out 
key info about apprenticeships.

• Industry Guides – A chance to explore 
a variety of industries, to find the right 
fit.

• Degree Apprenticeships – Support on 
what they are, how they work and 
what’s available?

• UCAS Career Finder – Search and find 
apprenticeship vacancies through 
UCAS.

https://www.ucas.com/apprenticeships
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New apprenticeship 
resources to use in class

https://www.ucas.com/teachers-and-advisers-talking-about-apprenticeships

Our new apprenticeships area gives 
you access to:
• editable presentations
• a video for students
• our series of application guides per 

industry.

https://www.ucas.com/teachers-and-advisers-talking-about-apprenticeships
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An apprenticeships e-learning 
course for you!

• Our Professional Development Platform 
now has a new apprenticeships course.

• Self-paced learning spread over 5 units.

Units on:
• What an apprenticeship is,
• how to search and apply,
• supporting those considering both 

university and apprenticeships,
• resources to help.

https://pdp.ucas.com/


Bringing UCAS Hub to the classroom

To help you we’ve developed: 

▪ lesson plans 

▪ accompanying PowerPoints 

These can be combined with other resources, 

such as student packs and Hub live sessions. 

ucas.com/hub-adviser
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https://www.ucas.com/advisers/toolkits/2023-cycle-toolkit#ucas-hub-lesson-plans:~:text=for%20young%20people.-,UCAS%20Hub%20lesson%20plans,-Covering%20everything%20from
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/toolkits/2023-cycle-toolkit#ucas-hub-lesson-plans:~:text=(2.5%20MB)-,UCAS%20Hub%20student%20packs,-These%20short%20self
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/hub-live-sessions
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/guides-resources-and-training/your-guide-ucas-hub


Title Date 

Adviser Live: May UK update 2 May – 15:45 Watch back

Expert voices: Personal statements 15 May – 15:45 Book now

Adviser Live: June UK update 6 June – 15:45 Book now

Expert voices: Gatsby Benchmarks 19 June – 15:45 Book now

https://ucas.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_POPUSeNmQCiZbhaN2t6bjA
https://ucas.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_ib2D4TCPRFKryC-cIfEbaw
https://ucas.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_6aozY6dfT2q8WPYsqRhypA
https://ucas.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_dVZXIX0aS6Wnx107MYdL5A


www.ucas.com/advisers

2024 Cycle Toolkit 2025 Cycle Toolkit 

http://www.ucas.com/advisers
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OUTREACH CONNECTION SERVICE
ENABLING UNIVERSITIES, COLLEGES AND CHARITIES TO SHOWCASE THEIR OPPORTUNITIES FOR UNDERREPRESENTED AND DISADVANTAGED STUDENT GROUPS TO UK 
SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES

Outreach Connection Service
Add, edit publish,close Fair Access opportunities

Opportunity Page
Detailed information on the opportunity 
and booking information

UCAS Provider Hub (Outreach Provider permissions)

Opportunity Page
Detailed information on the opportunity 
and booking information

Outreach Connection Service
Searchable and filterable listings of the opportunities

UCAS Adviser Hub UCAS Student Hub

Reporting
Data and evaluation capabilities

Extra activities listings





FSM fee waiver and 
Entry Grades Tool

Video – for teachers and 
advisers explaining the 
new feature in Search.

https://players.brightcove.net/4824244714001/default_default/index.html?videoId=6352032922112
https://players.brightcove.net/4824244714001/default_default/index.html?videoId=6352032922112


CONTEXTUAL DATA REVIEW
• As part of the Fair Access Programme, UCAS is 

undertaking a contextual data review

• What do students understand about contextualised 
admissions -  what is shared and how is it used?

• What do advisers understand – how do they use 
this to support decision making?

• Greater transparency around how HE providers use 
contextual data in offer making – who and what?

• Opportunities for engagement and input from 
advisers – dates and details coming soon

• For more information contact access@ucas.ac.uk 

17 May 2024Security marking: PUBLIC |   56

Read our new student-facing page about contextual 
admissions

mailto:access@ucas.ac.uk
http://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/contextual-admissions
http://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/contextual-admissions
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I&A and personalised journeys 

Student facing Outreach Connection Service 

LOOKING FORWARD

APP and access planning support, data and consultancy 

UCAS Fair 
Access 

Bulletin: 
Widening 
participati

on 
webform | | 

UCASy

Training, development and engagement opportunities for the sector 

https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform
https://www.ucas.com/forms/widening-participation-webform


Thank you

Contact us: access@ucas.ac.uk 

mailto:access@ucas.ac.uk
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