15 Stepping Stones to HE
Step 1  
Is Higher Education for me?

June
Consider the basic questions. What are the Pro’s and Cons? What will it cost? Do I have the motivation? Am I ready to be responsible for myself? Would I stay at home or go away to study? What are my strengths? What is my passion?

Step 2  
Consider possible options

June/July
Get yourself registered with www.purepotential.org and be able to access a wide range of interactive support.  Also visit www.ucas.co.uk and register, making sure you record your relevant numbers and passwords as this is a website that you will be revisiting regularly over  the coming months as you complete your application. Also use this site to search for universities and courses. If you click on search for a course try doing the Stamford test to see what sort of courses could be well suited to you. 

Both you and your parents can register as users. www.direct.gov.uk/uni is also a good site for finding information and getting a lot of your initial questions answered.
If you want to start thinking about possible careers that appeal to you and work out what courses to do from there a good starting point is https://nextstep.direct.gov.uk/planningyourcareer/jobprofiles/Pages/default.aspx This profiles different careers and tells you what courses are best suited to them so provides a useful starting point for looking at careers options.
Step 3  
Time to talk

June/July
Its only natural that your parents will have an interest in this process. They will have their own questions about the application process and about the financial costs of studying at university. Talk to them about your own initial ideas and let them know how they can get advice specifically aimed at parents.

The clearest all round website for understanding the application process (especially with  regard to costs and loans etc…) is www.heguide.org.uk. This should help clarify many of their questions. You can use the finance information here to work out the annual cost of going to university – comparing the cost of different scenarios. It’s also a good idea to develop an understanding of how students loans and grants work.
Parents can also register themselves with www.ucas.com/parents. This will entitle them to a free copy of the Parent Guide and quarterly bulletins from UCAS.

We also intend to host an evening for parents in September where they will get the chance to ask questions about the application process. Parents can also register at www.purepotential.org which has a ‘parent zone’ for further information. Parents can also download useful advice on student finance from www.direct.gov.uk/uni. 
Step 4 
What course? (Try the Stamford test at ucas.co.uk)
July

You should develop a number of specific ideas by the end of the summer term. 


Use the above sites to consider possible courses. Speak to your teachers about 
your ideas. Find out what sort of things you could be doing now to improve your chances of being offered a place. Remember – there is a huge range of courses out there in subjects you may not have studied before.
Step 5  
Where to Study?

July / Aug
Once you’ve got ideas on what you’d like to study its time to look at where you would like to study it. Initially the big decision is whether you are going to stay at home or move away to study. There are pro’s and con’s for each and these are worth discussing with friends and family.

Once you’ve made that decision its time to start thinking about specific institutions. Think about distance from home; reputation; Chances of student residence in your first year / cost of living; likely required grades. You can get a free prospectus from any institution that you are considering. These are usually available online and can be ordered and posted out to your from the university themselves. 
For a  more impartial rating of universities and their courses a useful source of information is The Guardian University Guide. Click on the link from the www.purepotential.org site and find out how students rated the quality of teaching on a wide range of different courses and institutions. www.unistats.com is also a useful source of basic information and can be accessed through the www.ucas.co.uk website..
Step 6  
Finalise choices

Sept
Once you are aware of your AS results and Year 13 is underway its time to make some decisions and commence your application as early as possible. It’s a good idea to make sure you have visited those universities (and departments and student accommodation) that you would class as your firm favourites. If it’s a ‘dive’ now is the time to find out. Students often get a ‘feel’ for a place on an open day that helps them make a decision one way or the other.

Step 7 
Commence Application

June - Sept
The earlier you start this the better. Some students commence their application in the summer – although September is a perfectly good time to start as long as you aim to get the whole form finished and sent off by October. Actual deadlines are not until December but by then you will be at the back of the queue and universities may have stopped offering places. You can only apply for university online through www.ucas.com/apply. UCAS is the company that will process your form and send it to all the relevant universities. The Sixth Form Management team will also monitor the progress you make with your application. www.purepotential.org (and many of the other sites) offer good advice on completing your form including sample personal statements that you can read for ideas.
Step 8  
Making yourself competitive

Sept
When you send of your form you will be competing with some of the top students in the country for a place at university. To make your self competitive make sure you’ve got plenty to say about yourself to support your application. Have you got some relevant work experience? (even if its just a couple of days) Have you contributed to the life of your school (are you on any committees, teams, action groups. Have you adopted a leading role in your vertical tutor group?) If not get involved with something that will make you sound more competitive.

Step 9  
Personal Statement

Sep/Oct
This is the tough bit of the application – and the most important part. This is your chance to shine and stand out from the crowd. Your chance to display your enthusiasm and dedication to your chosen subject. 2/3 of this statement should focus on the subject itself – why you want to study it at a higher level and why you are well suited to it. Only the remaining 1/3 is about you as a person, your extra curricular activities and your interests. Admissions tutors expect applicants to know what they’re applying for so show how well informed you are. Form tutors and specialist subject teachers will be happy to help you with this bit if you can show then a draft that you are working on. Don’t expect staff to write it for you! Even once you finish this and submit it we have to add a school reference before we send it off. You must also pay a fee by credit / debit card before the form can be processed. Aim for October, but don’t be later than November. (The BTEC Early Years students always get the first offers and their forms are off by the end of September!)


There is plenty of advice available on how to write an effective personal statement (look at the examples at www.purepotential.org or have a look at our booklet from the University of Essex) – however, make sure that your statement is 100% original and not copied from anywhere else. UCAS have sophisticated software that can identify any personal statements that are not originals!

Step 10  
Await Offers, make choices

Jan/Feb/Mar
Whilst your attention turns to your subjects (and in some cases the chance to improve your grades in the January re-sits) you have to sit back and wait while the offers come in. Be ready for some rejections as well – most students will get some. Most offers take the form of conditional offers based on grades (BCC) or a point score (240 points) which is calculated from your grades.


Point system

AS level
A2 level



Grade A

   60

   120



Grade B

   50

   100



Grade C

   40

    80



Grade D

   30

    60



Grade E

   20

    40



BTEC National Diploma (Level 3)



Distinction (DDD)


360



Merit (MMM)



240



Pass (PPP)



120

Step 11
Confirm first two choices

Mar/Apr
Based on your offers you are required to confirm a first choice and a reserve. The reserve is usually based on a lower offer that you might achieve if you miss out on your first choice.
Step 12  
Apply for financial support
Apr
All applicants (and their parents) are required to fill in an application form for student loans. The same form will be submitted to see if students are entitled to any grant  (ie. Loan that doesn’t need to be paid back). These forms will be made available through the school. 
Step 13
Apply for Preferred Accommodation

Apr/May
If you are planning on studying away from home your first and second choice universities may give you the opportunity to state your first choice accommodation. If this is the case get your form off as quick as possible to get to the front of the queue.

Step 14  
Sit exams, cross fingers

May/June
Most university applicants will go into their final exams with a clear idea of what they have to achieve to get their first two choices.

Step 15
Get results – Confirm place. Confirm lodgings.
Aug
One Thursday in August students will be able to collect their results from school. If students have achieved the grades they need then they will be automatically accepted and you should receive confirmation in days (places can often be confirmed on line or by e mail). Students not achieving the necessary grades can apply through clearing. This is the process where UCAS enable students to consider places on courses that are still available. Not getting your grades is not the end of the world but be prepared for a few anxious days of sitting by the phone and waiting for answers. The week after exam results is often not the best time to book a holiday for this reason!
