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A reminder of our methodology

520
Year 13 students 

from across the UK

All the sample from UCAS’s applicant 
database, from across England, 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Fieldwork 9th July – 16th July 2021.

Online survey
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Student confidence



20 July 2021Levels of confidence in results are generally high, but applicants in 
England are more nervous than others

61%

30%

9%

47%

45%

8%

52%

37%

11%

76%

16%

8%

Confident

Unsure

Not confident

Total

England

Scotland

Wales

Q1. How confident are you that your grades in August will get you into your first choice university? 
All respondents: Total=520 

• Males are more likely to be 
confident than females (69% vs 
57%), females are more likely to 
be unsure (33%)

• BAME applicants are much less 
likely to be confident (51% 
compared to 65% among White 
audiences)

Student confidence in attainment of grades required for entry to first choice uni



20 July 2021Uncertainty appears to be driven by a lack of knowledge about 
grades, but many are confident in their ability

42%

34%

14%

43%

47%

2%

50%

11%

27%

4%

30%

51%

I don't know my final grades but I'm confident in my ability

My school/teacher has indicated the grades I will receive in August

I don't know my final grades but I'm fairly sure my grades will be below
what I need for my firm choice

Total

Confident

Unsure

Not confident

Q2. Tell us why you feel  about your grades? 
All respondents: Total=520 Confident = 316 Unsure = 157 Not confident = 47

Reasons for feeling towards grades

• White applicants are more likely 
to have been given an indication 
on grades from their teachers 
than applicants from BAME 
backgrounds (38% vs 25%), this 
may contribute to lower levels 
of confidence among this group
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Impact on university 
decision making



20 July 2021Those considering other options are more likely to have concerns 
around the security of their place at their firm choice university

76%

22%

2%

Total

I'm not committed to my firm choice and I am researching
other options

I'm somewhat committed to my firm choice, but I am open
to other options

I'm fully committed to my firm choice and I am not
exploring any other options

Q4. How committed are you to the firm choice you have made via UCAS? 
All respondents: Total=520 

• Levels of commitment are 
higher among Welsh applicants, 
in line with their higher levels of 
confidence. 80% are fully 
committed to their firm choice

• Those applying to high tariff 
universities are less likely to be 
fully committed (72%) when 
compared to those applying to 
low tariff universities

• Those who are unsure (32%) or 
not confident (43%), are more 
likely not to be fully committed 
to their firm choice university

Commitment to firm choice university



20 July 2021More information on grade flexibility and certainty around grades can 
help to boost commitment among applicants

61%

56%

45%

37%

29%

25%

18%

17%

10%

I don't know how flexible my first choice university will be if I don't meet the entry
requirements

Receiving my A level / Scottish Highers / BTEC or other final year quals and knowing I
have secured a place

More detailed information about academic life at university e.g. how blended learning
could work and how much face-to-face contact I will get with a lecturer and tutor etc.

The university's plans if there was another lockdown

More detailed information about the social side of university e.g. how Fresher's Week
and social events will work

Detailed information on how accommodation will work

Something else

Information from the government about future social distancing measures

Detailed plans for how my health will be protected at university

Q5. You mentioned you are not fully committed to your firm choice decision. What would make you more committed? 
All who are not fully commited to firm choice: Total=126 

• Females would like to hear more 
detail about academic life to 
improve commitment (54% vs 
35% among males)

Reasons for not being fully committed

Sub group analysis restricted by small base sizes



20 July 2021Many who are not fully committed are considering alternatives, 
particularly deferring and going through clearing

47%

23%

18%

14%

13%

11%

7%

6%

3%

2%

1%

1%

1%

I'm not actively considering changing any of my decisions about university

I'm thinking about deferring a year and attending university in 2022

I'm thinking about going through Clearing

I'm thinking about changing my course

I'm thinking about applying for an apprenticeship instead of university

I'm thinking of changing to my university choices

I'm thinking of not going to university and getting a job

I'm thinking of changing to a university closer to home

I'm thinking about changing my course to a more vocational one

I'm thinking about changing to a distance learning/online course

I'm thinking about sitting the exams next year

I'm thinking about redoing the year

I'm thinking about studying part-time instead of full-time

Q6. Are you considering changing any of your decisions about university? Please select which changes, if any, you are thinking about from the below. 
All who are not fully commited to firm choice: Total=126 

Consideration of alternatives

• Males are slightly more likely not to be 
considering alternatives. 

• Females are more likely to be considering 
changing either their course (22% vs 6%) or 
their university choice (17% vs 4%)

Sub group analysis restricted by small base sizes

47%
53%

Considering other options

Not considering other options
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Starting university



20 July 2021Missing out on the full experience (academically or socially) at 
university is top of mind for applicants

43%

42%

29%

21%

20%

20%

19%

18%

18%

13%

13%

10%

9%

6%

Having to learn online

Missing out on the real university experience

Not having a part-time job while I'm at university

Not getting the mental health support that I need

Being at a disadvantage academically

Not having access to university facilities e.g. libraries, labs, materials etc.

Not getting my first-choice accommodation

Having to learn at home

Not having a fresher's week

Not having enough contact hours

Not having a summer job before university

Not having access to academic staff

I'm not worried about anything

Something else

Q7. Young people like you may have some worries about starting university in Autumn. Which of the following, if any, are you personally worried about? 
All respondents: Total=520 

Concerns about starting university in the autumn

• Females are more concerned than males about 
having access to mental health support (23% vs 
13%) and being at an academic disadvantage 
(23% vs 16%)

• BAME applicants are more concerned about not 
having had a summer job before starting uni in the 
Autumn (17% vs 10%)

• Applicants in Scotland are more worried about a 
lack of contact hours (27%)

• Those applying to high tariff universities are more 
worried about the overall academic experience, 
particularly having to learn online (43%), not 
getting their first choice accommodation (26%) 
and not having a freshers week (21%)



20 July 2021The desire to learn is still high despite the pandemic and applicants 
are still excited about starting a new chapter of their life

67%

67%

48%

41%

24%

22%

22%

3%

3%

Learning more about my chosen subject

Meeting new people

Living independently

Social life

Moving away

Leaving the pandemic behind

Different style of learning

I'm not excited about anything

Something else

Q8. Thinking about starting university in Autumn, what are you personally excited about? 
All respondents: Total=520 

What applicants are excited about

• White applicants are more excited about 
living independently (50%), while BAME 
applicants are more excited to 
experience different styles of learning 
(28% vs 19%)

• Scottish students are more excited than 
others to leave the pandemic behind 
(31%)

• Those applying to high tariff universities 
are more excited about living 
independently (51%) and the social life 
(46%)
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Appeals process



20 July 2021Four in five are confident that teacher assessed grades will be at least 
the same if not higher

20%

59%

22%

Higher than the grades you would have achieved if exams had not been cancelled

The same

Lower than if you had sat exams this year

Q9. Overall, do you think that the teacher assessed grades will be...? 
All respondents: Total=520 

• BAME applicants are slightly 
more worried that teacher 
assessed grades will be lower  
than if they had sat exams (29%)

• Scottish applicants share this 
concern with 26% believing they 
will be lower

• Those applying to higher 
university tiers are also more 
likely to have concerns about 
teacher assessed grades (25% 
among medium/ high tariff 
applicants)

• Those not confident in getting 
the grades required also have 
concerns (60% lower)

Perceptions of teacher assessed grades



20 July 2021Around half of applicants say that they are aware of the appeals 
process

53%

47% No, I don't know the process

Yes, I know the process

Q10. Thinking to results day, do you know how to appeal your grades if you don't get what you think you deserve? 
All respondents: Total=520 

• Those in Wales have a higher 
level of familiarity with the 
appeals process (58%)



20 July 2021Some are not convinced that they will use the appeals service even if 
they didn’t get the grades

30%

21%

49%

Yes

No

Don't know

Q11. If you didn't get the grades you felt you deserve, do you think the appeals process would help you get better grades? 
All respondents: Total=520 

• Scottish students are more 
likely to believe that the appeals 
process would help them to get 
better grades (36%)
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20 July 2021Key headlines

Levels of confidence in results are generally high, but applicants in England are more nervous than others

• Uncertainty appears to be driven by a lack of indication in terms of grades, but many are confident in their ability

• Those considering other options are more likely to have concerns around the security of their place at firm choice 
university

More information on grade flexibility and certainty around grades can help to boost commitment among applicants

• Many who are not fully committed are considering alternatives, particularly deferring and going through clearing

• Missing out on the full experience at university is top of mind for applicants who considering alternatives

• Applicants are excited to continue learning and start a new chapter in their life

Four in five are confident that teacher assessed grades will be at least the same if not higher

• Around half of applicants say that they are aware of the appeals process

• Although some are not convinced that they will use the appeals service even if they didn’t get the grades
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20 July 2021University tier

7%

5%

4%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

2%

Cardiff University

Swansea University

University of South Wales

Exeter, The University of

West of England Bristol, University of the (UWE)

Birmingham, The University of

Bristol, The University of

Leeds, The University of

Aberystwyth University

Bangor University

Liverpool John Moores University

Manchester Metropolitan University, The

Warwick, The University of

York, The University of

Cardiff Metropolitan University

Nottingham, The University of

All respondents: Total=520 



20 July 2021Gender

60%

35%

3%

2%

Female

Male

Other

I prefer not to say

Q13. How would you describe your gender? 
All respondents: Total=520 



20 July 2021Ethnicity

72%

26%

5%

4%

4%

4%

3%

3%

2%

2%

1%

1%

0%

White

NET: BAME

Black African

Mixed

Indian

Pakistani

Prefer not to say

Bangladeshi

Other Asian

Other

Black Caribbean

Chinese

Black other

Q15. What is your ethnicity? 
All respondents: Total=520 
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