
 
 

 
 
Welcome 
 
Welcome to the University Guide for Access students, tutors and HE admissions staff.  This 
pack is a collaborative effort between the Mature Studentsô Adviser at the University of Bristol 
and the former Access Co-ordinator at City of Bristol College. It was funded by a Widening 
Participation Initiative Bid at the University of Bristol. The aim of the project has been to clarify 
and develop progression opportunities for Access applicants by providing them with guidance 
on the process of applying to HE, writing personal statements, succeeding at HE interviews and 
making important decisions throughout this process about what to study and where to study.  
There is a section for Access tutors with information on writing effective references and a further 
section for HE admissions staff with information on Access courses and how to evaluate Access 
applications. 
 
We would like to say a special thank you to John Lenz from the City of Bristol College for the 
use of his invaluable online UCAS application guide and also to all of the staff and students at 
both institutions who contributed to the project. 
 
We hope that you find it useful. 
 
 

                        
        Betsy Bowerman                                                      Carol Fox 
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Preparation 
 

Prior Learning and Experience 
 
 
What is it? 
Why do I need it?  
 
A good first step in the process of applying to higher education is to reflect on your prior 
learning and experience.  This will help you to make decisions about the next steps and to 
improve your application by incorporating that learning and experience. 
 

 Prior learning is a statement of your skills and experience gained since leaving school. 
 

 Access is an intensive course which mirrors the quality of A level and beyond, but does 
not contain the quantity of 3 A level subjects. Higher Education Institutions (HEIôs) 
expect Access students to have relevant skills and experience ï you will have lots of 
this! ï as well as an Access Diploma. 

 
What should I think about including in my Prior Learning? 
 

 Relevant skills and experience from employment. All job experience gives you important 
skills. 
E.g. communication skills, listening skills, IT skills, patience, working under pressure, 
working as part of a team and independently. 
Include any training of other staff, supervising, mentoring and managing. 

 

 Good time management 
E.g. juggling family commitments / work / study  

 

 Life Experiences  
E.g. travelling/ living/working abroad and learning about / experiencing other cultures. 

 

 Relevant voluntary work or experience  
 

 Reasons for resuming study/ starting the Access course 
 

 Interests  
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Preparation 
 

Prior Learning ï presenting your skills 
 
It can be useful to write out your prior learning as part of your preparation for UCAS.  

 
Think how to present your skills and achievements in a positive way.  
 
Read the extracts below.  
Compare the 2 versions of Matt and Janeôs prior learning to see how the way in which skills and 
experience are presented can make a big difference. Selling yourself will be important when 
you come to prepare your personal statement. 
 
 
 
Example 1 Mattôs Prior Learning 
 
 
Compare: 
 
I left school at sixteen and trained to be a plumber.  I soon found that it was boring, but I waited 
several years before trying something else.  I decided to take a computer course at evening 
classes because it might help me to get another job.  I did get an office job for a couple of 
years, but it wasnôt what I really wanted, so I decided to come on the Access course. 
 
 
With: 
 
 
I left school at sixteen and trained to be a plumber.  Although I knew that it wasnôt what I wanted 
in the long term, I enjoyed the independence and self reliance that it gave me.  I realised that 
working with people and helping people was important to me.  I gained valuable skills which 
have also proved useful to family and friends!   
 
I took a computer course at evening classes and achieved an RSA Clait 1 Certificate.  This 
helped me to obtain employment in an office where I developed new skills.  I was able to work 
under pressure and I contributed as part of a team.  I was responsible for training new staff in 
basic I.T. skills.  I found that I really enjoyed the responsibility. This made me think about a 
teaching career and Iôve started an Access to Initial Teacher training course. My school 
placement is giving me some great experience working with children and Iôm really looking 
forward to university and becoming a teacher now. 
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Example 2 Janeôs Prior Learning 
 
 
Compare: 
 
I didnôt want to do anything special after school, so I did hairdressing. It was ok for a bit, but I 
didnôt like washing hair, so I got a job in a caf®. Over the last few years Iôve done lots of dead 
end jobs that I could fit in with having kids. Now my kids are at school I need something to fill 
my time so I thought Iôd come on an Access course. 
 
 
With: 
 
 
I wasnôt sure what to do after school and trained as a hairdresser. I gained useful 
communication skills and was able to work under pressure as part of a team and independently. 
I wanted a different challenge and have had a variety of jobs in bars, cafes and shops. Iôve 
enjoyed working as part of closely knit teams and enjoyed responsibilities such as planning 
menus, organising staff rotas and training and mentoring new staff. Iôve also developed good 
time management as Iôve had to fit in work with family commitments. 
   
Working in the catering industry has given me a real passion for food and made me think about 
studying nutrition. My children are now at school full time and this has given me the opportunity 
to start an Access to Science course. I am already developing my study skills and Iôm really 
enjoying Biology and Chemistry. 
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Preparation 
 

Completed Prior Learning 
 
Here is an example of a completed prior learning. This was set as part of UCAS 
preparation and has tutor comments at the end. 
 
I enjoyed school right from the outset and at grammar school discovered my ability in maths 
and the sciences.  My education was cut short by my parents divorce and my motherôs 
subsequent death, so I was unable to complete it.  At seventeen my sister and I moved to 
London together to find work to support ourselves, sharing a bed-sit in Earlôs Court.  We grew 
up in a seaside town and had acquired lots of experience waitressing during school holidays, so 
we naturally fell into restaurant jobs when we arrived. Early promotion to duty management 
followed and so my career began. 
 
 
Over the next 20 years I progressed from supervisory roles in small neighbourhood restaurants 
to General Manager of an established 200-seater restaurant in Camden Town.  Café Delancey, 
right in the heart of a vibrant north London full of artists, actors, musicians and writers, was 
home-from-home for a wonderful mix of people.  I gained many skills in my time there, from 
writing complex rotas for a staff of 45 to developing the private dining, corporate entertaining 
side of the business to increase revenue in what was a period of recession.  My interest in food 
and wine was greatly expanded, and I recognised many opportunities to further the business by 
embracing the changing tastes of the public.  The staff training programme I developed and the 
manual I wrote still forms the basis for the training they use today.  I worked very hard indeed 
during these years and my personal relationships very much took a back seat. 
 
 
Nearing burn-out, after five intense years seemingly without a break, and meeting my future 
husband, I made a sideways move to work 9 to 5 for the renowned Christopherôs in Covent 
Garden.  This was a fabulous job which allowed me to use all my knowledge and experience in 
the most glittering surroundings.  I was part of a small, professional, close knit team which 
worked beautifully together, becoming close friends.  It was one of the happiest periods in my 
life. 
 
 
During my early years in London, I managed to fit in long trips and I spent two six-month 
periods on kibbutz in Israel.  I loved the collective way of life, meeting and working with people 
from all over the world on an equal footing with a common goal and sharing all that we had in a 
breathtakingly beautiful country.  I became the volunteer representative (supervisor) on both 
occasions, writing the work-sheets and making sure that labour was distributed equally to both 
sexes; for the first time male volunteers worked in the laundry!  On my second trip, I rode from 
London on a motorbike with my partner, spending a year in total visiting many countries along 
the way most memorably Yugoslavia, Italy and France, a very rewarding experience. 
 
 
In the early 1980ôs, after returning from my first Israel trip, I joined a housing co-operative in 
West London which had been started by friends of mine in the time Iôd been away.  We too ran 
along egalitarian lines similar to kibbutz, each paying the same (peppercorn) rent and sharing 
the workload according to our abilities, helping each other move and decorate.  Downtown 
Housing Co-operative was a non profit making organisation and registered as a charity.  I was a 
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very active member of the Co-op and became Treasurer, utilising my restaurant bookkeeping 
experience. 
 
 
Since getting married in 1997, I spent some time in Scotland running a holiday business with 
my husband.  We didnôt find what we were looking for.  Moving to the West Country in 1999, I 
returned to the hospitality business, helping to open the óChez Gerardô restaurant in Bristol as 
Hospitality Manager.  Another dream job for me, using the skills garnered from the past.  I was 
responsible for sales and bookings, the Press, promotional ideas and general public interest.  I 
also launched óLe Mondeô and worked as General Manager until leaving to start a family. 
 
 
The birth of my son three years ago has forced a complete change of direction and pace.  
Luckily, with the support of my husband, I am able to look after Tom in his early years and take 
the time to reconsider my future.  I do not, in any way, want to abandon my love of food, but see 
this from a different angle now.  Feeding a child, and accepting responsibility for his health has 
led me to focus on matters of nutrition rather than taste.  Co-incidentally, my father was 
diagnosed with advanced cancer 18 months ago and was advised not to pursue chemotherapy 
or radiotherapy; he was given 8 months to live.  I researched a food based metabolic therapy 
for him over a period of many months and found a suitable, highly qualified, doctor who 
practises this treatment in London.   My father is still very much alive and well and the whole 
family has learnt a great deal from the whole experience.   
 
 
I very much hope to be able to impart a good knowledge and love of food to many people, 
especially children, in my next career.  This may be in the role of Teacher in school, or as a 
nutritionist practitioner in another environment.  Choosing an Access to Initial Teacher Training 
course, will, I hope, afford me many different teaching career paths in the future. 
 
 
 
Tutor comments; 
 
This is well structured and coherent with a detailed and clear account of your previous 
experiences. You have presented a positive view of these; make sure you make the most of 
these experiences by commenting fully on the skills that you have gained. Well done! 
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Preparation 
 

Researching Courses and HE Institutions 
 
Itôs important to do your research so that you have a clear picture of the courses and institutions 
you are applying to. One reason students sometimes drop out of courses is that the course was 
not what they expected.  By doing your research properly you can ensure that you have chosen 
the right courses and institutions. 
 
There are many resources to help you make the right decision  
 

 University websites 

 Departmental websites 

 UCAS Course Search facility 

 UCAS Entry Profiles 

 Good University Guides ï Guardian, Times 

 Open days 

 Contacts in universities as listed in the prospectus or on websites.  Look for 
departmental contacts or Mature Student advice contacts. 

 College careers advisor 

 Your Access tutor 
 
Making your choices 
 
Remember that you have up to five choices on your UCAS form.  You can apply for more than 
one course at any institution.  You do not need to put the courses in rank order and each 
university cannot see where else you have applied. If you have applied for two or more courses 
at the same institution, that university will see all the courses youôve applied to at their 
institution, but not your other choices. 
 
 
Steps in the process- what to consider 
 

 Choosing a subject(s) 

 Choosing HE courses 

 Choosing institutions  

 Choosing location  

 Entry requirements ï Universities will be making graded offers for courses starting in 
2010*. Make sure you compare typical offers from different universities as some may 
have lower entry requirements. (NB you can hold firm and insurance offers, so that you 
have a back up) 

 
* Universities should know that some Access students wonôt have a grade profile with their 
Access diploma. In this case check with University admissions for advice. 

 
Choosing a subject(s) 
 
You may know exactly what you want to do at university and for your career, but lots of students 
donôt when they start their Access course.  The key factor is to choose a subject that you will 
enjoy for three or four years.  You also need to consider the relevance of the subject for your 
chosen career.  Lots of Access option subjects will have a clear progression route to degree 
courses, e.g. Biology, English Literature, Geography, but there are many other courses that you 
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can study at university without prior knowledge of that subject.  For example, you donôt need to 
have studied Law to apply for a Law degree.  Itôs enough if you have related subjects that give 
you the skills required, e.g. History, Sociology,  Psychology.  You should be able to check with 
the institution about acceptable option subjects.   
 
It is useful to know that certain subjects, e.g. English Literature, are very popular so that 
courses can be over-subscribed and this can make it difficult to get a place.  Donôt be put off, 
but make sure that you apply to a range of institutions.  You should be able to check on how 
many applicants per place there are for each course and what a typical Access offer could be. 
 
 
Subject choice ï you may be interested in a particular subject area like Sociology, Biology or 
Primary Teaching and there may be a range of courses that you can choose to fulfil your 
interests. 
 
Examples of choosing subjects ï  
  
If youôre studying Sociology you could consider courses in: 
Social Policy/ Sociology/ Social Sciences 
 
For Biology think about: 
Biology/Microbiology/Zoology/Nutrition 
 
For Teaching there are lots of options:  
ITT/Education and / First degree plus PGCE/ Early years/ Early Childhood Studies/ Psychology 
and Education 
 
For Health Studies: 
Nursing/Midwifery/ Health studies/ Audiology/ Occupational Therapy  
  
 
Choosing an HE course 
 
Take a close and careful look at the courses on offer.  Read course profiles in prospectuses 
and UCAS entry profiles to get a more detailed feel for the courses.  It is also important to be 
sure that the course will lead you to a specific career if you have one in mind.  For example, 
there are many ways to become a primary school teacher including a first degree plus PGCE or 
an Initial Teacher Training (ITT) course.  Be sure you know what the options are so that you can 
weigh up the best route for you. 
 
Does the course contain modules/units in subjects that interest you? 
Is there flexibility and choice in the subjects you can take? 
Are all the units listed on offer?  Look at combinations of options or modules that go together. 
 
What are the entry requirements for Access?  
 
How does the course fit in with work and childcare?  
 
It can be tricky juggling the demands of a degree with work and childcare.  Getting information   
about your potential timetable can be problematic. Timetables are not usually available until the 
summer before you start. It may be possible to find out what the current first yearôs timetable 
looks like, however there are no guarantees that next year will be the same.  If you are 
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concerned about fitting in part-time work or arranging childcare, your best bet is to get in touch 
with the department concerned and ask when timetabling information may be available. 
 
 
Timetabling ï degree differences 

The methods of teaching and learning vary according to the subject and different programmes 
will involve very different timetables. With laboratory subjects you would often not be finished 
until 5 pm and occasionally have lectures between 5 pm and 6 pm. With other subjects there 
may be lectures at any time between 9 am and 5 pm, but you would be unlucky if many were in 
the late afternoon. The times of lectures cannot be changed because they are attended by 
students on different programmes. The times of seminars and tutorials are usually more flexible; 
most tutors and departments will take account of particular requirements whenever possible.  

 
Career opportunities 
 
You may need to think about what sorts of jobs you could get after completing your degree.  
Look for information about destinations of previous students on the course.  The Unistats 
website provides lots of useful information about the employability of students on courses.  
Some degrees are clearly vocational, e.g. Nursing or Environmental Management, but in most 
cases, employers are looking for the academic achievement of a degree and do not specify a 
particular subject.   
 
http://www.unistats.ac.uk/ 
 
 
Choosing an institution 
 
Think about what is important to you: 
 
Will you feel more comfortable if there are other mature students? You can find out how many 
mature students there are at the institution and on particular courses. 
Check what financial support is available, including bursaries. 
NB Some institutions offer local, mature student or Access bursaries. 
Find out what other support is available, e.g. childcare, learning support. 
Do you know what type of institution it is ï traditional or new, civic or campus?  Do you have a 
preference? 
Also, check the entry requirements ï are these achievable? 
 
 
Location 
 
This will be very important if youôre planning to live at home and travel to the university daily.  
You need to consider how travel and childcare arrangements will fit your timetable.  Is it realistic 
and affordable? 
If you have no commitments you can consider applying to a wide range of institutions around 
the country.  You can keep your options open by including some local and some national 
choices.  The Access to HE Diploma is a nationally recognised qualification ï it should be on 
the entry profiles for courses listed on the UCAS website.  If in doubt, check with admissions at 
the particular university you are interested in. 

http://www.unistats.ac.uk/
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Completing UCAS:  Using UCAS online     J Lenz 2009 
   

How to Apply: UCAS Online      
 
 

1.  Things to do before starting your UCAS form  

2.  Opening the UCAS website 

3.  Registering with Apply  

 Getting your username  

 Creating your password  

 Creating your security question 
 
4.  Logging on to Apply  

5.  Navigating your way through Apply  

6.  Completing your application  

7.  The Sections  

 Courses  

 Education 

o Personal details 

o Course Title 

o Add a Subject 

o Add a module/unit 

o Student Support  

 Employment  

 Statement 

 View 
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Completing UCAS:  Using UCAS online     J Lenz 2009 

 

1. Things to do before starting your UCAS Apply form  
 
Research  
Spending some time on the Internet or in the Careers Section of the Learning Centre 
will help you choose your options wisely.  Find out which Universities offer the kind of 
courses that you want to study. Will you get the necessary grades to get on the course? 
It is recommended to have an óinsuranceô choice of university that is likely to make you 
an offer if your first choice is very popular or hard to get in to. If you are seriously 
interested in going to a particular Uni/College you should get your hands on a copy of 
the prospectus. Get the Admissions Office telephone number from the UCAS guide or 
the UCAS website, phone them and they will send you a free copy. Youôll not only find 
out about the course but you will get an idea of the lifestyle (Students Union, Sports 
Clubs, facilities etc) that will be available to you.  http://www.push.co.uk/ is an 
alternative and comprehensive guide to all higher education institutions and will give 
you the insiderôs view of life at university. 
  
Get your facts right  
You will be expected to note all your grades, examining boards and when you sat your 
exams on your UCAS form. Many students mix up their dates and this can delay 
completion of your application. Ask your tutor what examining board your exams will be 
awarded by. Donôt forget that when applying through UCAS you agree to a legal 
declaration that all the details you have given are accurate and complete and that you 
agree to abide by the rules of UCAS.  
 
Sell yourself  
The personal statement is probably the part of the UCAS process that most students 
worry about. You need to demonstrate why you think you would be a good choice to 
study your chosen course at your chosen university.  
 
You will probably need to write several drafts of your statement before you are happy 
with it. Your personal statement should:  
 
Å Discuss your choice of courses admissions tutors are keen to see applicants 

who are enthusiastic about their chosen courses and how they relate to their 
career aspirations.  

 
Å Show that you have skills suited to university life university life makes rigorous 

demands on students. Demonstrate that you are self-disciplined, motivated, hard 
working, committed and sociable.  

 
Å Show that you are somebody who will benefit from life at university you could 

mention personal interests such as sports and hobbies that you would be keen to 
pursue at University.  

 
Å Show that you are going to benefit from the course mention topics that you are 

currently studying that reflect your course choices and any skills you have 

http://www.push.co.uk/
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developed from such study if relevant e.g. problem solving, essay writing, report 
writing.  

 
NB Look at this University guide pack and read the advice and sample personal 
statements. 
 
Å Show yourself to have an interesting personality be imaginative but honest! Be 

specific about your interests and experiences as you may be asked about them 
at interview!  

 

 R Ask your tutor for advice on the content of your Personal Statement.  

 

 R Proofread your statement: Get someone to help as it is harder to spot 

your own errors. 
  

R Donôt forget the deadlines! Your tutor will tell you when your form 

should be completed by. This will be in advance of the UCAS deadline to 
enable referees to add the reference. 

 

 R Check payment arrangements ï UCAS forms are not usually sent to 

UCAS until you have paid.
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Completing UCAS:  Using UCAS online     J Lenz 2009 

 
 
 
 

2. Opening the UCAS website  

You will need to register to be able to use the UCAS EAS Apply system. Once you have 
registered you can return to your form and complete it section by section if you wish. 
 

 
 

 
 
A) Logon to the College 
Network and from desktop 
double click on Internet 
Explorer.  
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
B) Type www.ucas.com into 
the address window 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
C) Click on Go or press the 
Enter key 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
D) Click on apply 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.ucas.com/
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3. Registering  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Click on Register / log on to 
use Apply 2010. 
 
If you do not have a 
username and password you 
will need to click on Register 
button. 
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Complete the online 
registration form  
 

 Terms & conditions 

 Initial details 

 Previous contact with 
UCAS 

 Postal address 

 Personal details 

 Security 
 

Important  ï you must complete 
all the compulsory questions 

 

 

Who are you?  
Complete your personal 
contact details: your name, 
date of birth and your 
permanent residential contact 
address. Make sure you enter 
the correct postcode!  
UCAS will contact you via 
post: if you have any 
concerns about receiving post 
at your home address please 
speak to your tutor. 

 

Security Details  
Read the instructions carefully 
and make a note of your 
questions and answers. 
Forgetting these details will 
cause you problems!  
 

 

Once you have entered your 
security details, click on next. 
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Security Details  
 

Your username will be 
created for you and you can 
choose a password, a 
security question & answer. 
Your password has to be 
between six and fourteen 
characters long and must 
contain at least one number. 
You will need all these details 
to log on to Apply so it is 
important that you write them 
down EXACTLY as they are 
written/typed on the screen. 

 If you forget your password or security answer and keep trying to enter an incorrect 
one your account may get locked. You will need to ask your tutor to unlock your 
account or you can try and log in again an hour later (if you are at home). 

 

 For security reasons Apply will ótime outô your session after an hour of inactivity on the 
screen and you will need to log on again.  

 
If you forget your username speak to your tutor who will have kept a record of these details. 
 
Once Registration is complete you can begin your application form. Click on log in now to 
access your UCAS Apply form.  
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4. Logging on (for the first time)  

  

 

You can access the UCAS 
Apply system from any 
computer that has an Internet 
connection. From the Apply 
page enter your username, 
and password that was 
created when you registered 
then click on log in.  
 

 

You can click on óhelpô at any 
time for online support.  
 

  

How are you applying?  

 

Who are you with?  
 
Click on the option Through 
my school /college. 
 

  

 

 
Buzzword  
Enter the college buzzword.  
 
Buzzword is case sensitive 
and should be typed exactly 
as written. 

 
Ask your tutor 
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Which group are you in? 
From the drop down menu 
choose Access and your 
tutor.  
 
 
 

 

5. Navigating your way through Apply 
 

 
 
To navigate or move your way 
through the Apply screen you 
will need to use the navigation 
buttons on the left of the 
screen. 
 
To access any of the sections 
of your form COURSES, 
EDUCATION, 
EMPLOYMENT, ABOUT 
YOU, PERSONAL 
STATEMENT click  navigation 
buttons . Beside each button 
you will see the status key  
indicating NOT STARTED, IN 
PROGRESS or COMPLETE. 
 

 

 

 
 

You can view the progress of 
your application at any time 
by clicking on view all. 

 
In each section you will be prompted to complete the necessary sections. In some of the 
sections you will use drop down menus. 
 

 
 

Donôt forget, you can get guidance on completing each section by clicking on help from any 
screen in Apply. Instructions relating to the section that you are in will appear and will help 
you to complete your UCAS application successfully. If you have any other difficulties please 
ask your tutor for guidance. 
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6. Completing your application  

You can log in and out of your UCAS form and complete the application in stages if you wish. 
 

 The progress of your application will be noted on the screen - each section will be 
marked as either NOT STARTED, IN PROGRESS or COMPLETE  
 

  When you have completed a section you will have to click on save and this section will 
then be marked as complete.  
 

Should you leave out any information that will delay your application this will be highlighted in 
red to show you that it needs completing. 
 

7. The sections  

You will need to have done some preparatory work and research and have your notes to hand 
to complete these sections. You MUST seek your tutorôs guidance when completing your 
UCAS application. 

Personal details - You will need to enter the following details: 

 

 Name 

 Address 

 Telephone number 

 Date of birth 

 Email address 

 Special Needs 
Information 

 Criminal Convictions 
 

 

 

 

Fee code - for most students 
select: 
02 LA 
 

For overseas students select 
01 Private finance 
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Campus code 
Select the campus code. 
 

 

 

 

Tip 
Click on see list to view a drop 
down menu. Click on the 
campus site and it will 
automatically appear in the box. 
 

 

Courses - you can choose up to five courses  

 

Institution code 
Select the institution code.  
 

Tip 
Click on see list to view a 
drop down menu. Click on the 
institution you want to attend 
and the institution code will 
automatically appear in the 
box. 
 

 

Course code 
Select the course code.   
 

Tip 
Click on see list to view a 
drop down menu. Click on the 
course you want to attend and 
the course code will 
automatically appear in the 
box. 
 

 

 

 


