
Applying survival guide for students

for more information please email educationliaison@mdx.ac.uk



Applying to University

Making those crucial five choices on the UCAS application form is 

a big step for any student and the choices available can seem 

overwhelming. Early research and clueing yourself up are the keys 

to easing this challenging time.

This includes:
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This includes:

- Deciding on which universities to apply to

- Choosing a course

- Understanding how UCAS and tariff points work

- Being aware of your options on results day in the event that you  

don’t get the grades you need



Choosing a University

Even if you’re sure where you want to do, it is still important to do the research. 

The best place to start is the UCAS course search 

(http://www.ucas.com/students/coursesearch/) . You can enter the 

courses/locations you’re considering and see which universities match your 

requirements, or just do a really general search.

Some key factors to bear in mind are:Some key factors to bear in mind are:

• Priorities – What’s most important to you? It might be location, accommodation 

availability, or the course. Knowing what matters is the best way of comparing 

universities that might seem similar.

• Type of university – Some are in the city, some are campus based and quite 

isolated, some have colleges within the university. All offer very different 

experiences.

• Learning support and style – Everyone has a different way of learning and 

teaching styles they respond well to. Investigate which university have the best 

environments for your needs.
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Choosing a University (continued)

• Scholarships and financial rewards – What’s on offer will vary. If you’re 

planning on applying for scholarships, check out what the universities you’re 

interested in have up for grabs, the application deadlines and if you meet the 

criteria. 

• Student mix – It’s so important for you to feel at home while you’re studying. 

Some universities may be very international environments, some might focus on 

particular subjects, some might contain large numbers of students who don’t live particular subjects, some might contain large numbers of students who don’t live 

on campus.

• League tables – Despite what you might hear, it isn’t wise to base decisions 

purely on league table positions though they can provide useful guidance. They 

can be deceptive and vary depending on the assessment criteria used. 

• Open days – A university may look great in a prospectus but experiencing the 

atmosphere first hand is critical. Open days present the perfect opportunity to 

experience the campus, tour facilities and have any questions answered, as well 

as speaking to current students, academics and support staff.
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Choosing a Course

• Embarking upon the wrong course is the biggest reason for students dropping 

out of university. To avoid making this mistake, consider:

• What is available – There are over 43,000 courses offered in the UK from 

around 120 institutions. Even you know what you want to study, it is still worth 

spending time on the UCAS course finder seeing what is available – you might 

well discover exciting degrees that you didn’t know existed. For instance, many well discover exciting degrees that you didn’t know existed. For instance, many 

students want to study Business, but there are also Business Administration, 

Business and Marketing, Business Law, Business with Languages, Multimedia 

Business and many more.

• Entry requirements – Being realistic is important. It doesn’t benefit anyone for 

you to apply to institutions that aren’t good matches for what you’re likely to 

achieve. 

• Which career – Some careers, such as dentistry, require specific degrees. 

However, many careers will be flexible.
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Choosing a Course (continued)

• Interests and hobbies – It’s perfectly normal not to know which career you 

might like to pursue yet! Choosing subjects that you enjoy and are a natural fit for 

your interests means you’ll be studying something you enjoy. You can always 

learn more about careers or do placements as you study.

• Stamford Test – This quiz can be found on the UCAS website and matches your • Stamford Test – This quiz can be found on the UCAS website and matches your 

hobbies and interests to courses and careers. It’s sometimes a useful starting 

point.

• Course structure - This can vary hugely from university to university, even if 

they both offer courses with the same name. Looking at the course content and 

modules will reassure you that the course is right for you.
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Personal Statements

• This is the most important part of the application form. It is a 400 word piece of 

writing explaining why you want to study your course of choice and why you’re a 

good applicant for university. With such competition for places, it’s really 

important to use the personal statement to stand out.

• To see detailed hints and tips about how to write this tricky document, you can 

download our Personal Statement Help Pack and a copy of our Personal 

Statement presentation from the Applying section on our website. Both contain 

invaluable dos, don’ts and advice.
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Applying through UCAS

• All applications to higher education Institutions are managed through UCAS –

they’re the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service. They are like a middle 

man between students and the universities. So when a student submits an 

application, UCAS will process it and pass it on to the chosen universities, who 

will then make a decision which they will pass on to UCAS to inform the student.

• UCAS applications are made online at www.ucas.com . You need to make a 

maximum of 5 choices of university and course. You can apply for different 

courses at the same university, but do remember that the same form goes to all 

your choices.
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UCAS Deadlines

Students normally apply at the start of their last year of their sixth form or college 

studies. You can do research as early as you like (the summer before you need 

to apply is a good time to do it), but the deadlines you need to complete various 

stages by are below. 

• September 2011 - application process begins

• October 15 2011 - Dentistry, Medicine, Oxbridge application deadline

• January 15 2012 - closing date for all other applications – if you apply by this 

date universities are obligated to look at your application. If you apply late, they 

don’t have to.

• March 31 2012 - Universities and Colleges should aim to have sent decisions on 

all applications received by January 15.

• May 2012 - students should have decided on their Firm and Insurance choices. 
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Making a decision

• By May all the universities you applied to should have got back with a decision. 

They might make an unconditional offer (meaning that you meet their criteria 

already without any additional qualifications) or a conditional offer (meaning you 

need to achieve certain grades or passes when you complete your course). They 

might also decline your application. If you’re declined by all your choices, you 

can apply again through UCAS Extra.

• Once you have all your offers, you need to choose a Firm (first choice) and 

Insurance (back up) option. It’s a good idea to choose an insurance option with 

lower entry requirements than your first choice as a back up. After you’ve done 

this, wait for your exam results and see whether you’ve met the entry 

requirements of your offer.
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Results Day

• If you get the results you need for either your firm or insurance options, things 

are taken care of automatically. 

• If you exceed the terms of your conditions, you have the option of applying to 

courses that still have places through Adjustment. 

• If you don’t get the results required, then you have the option of going through 

Clearing. Clearing is the chance for you to ring round universities that still have 

availability on courses you’re interested in and see if they’ll offer you a place. 

Always, always ring the universities yourself – it doesn’t look impressive if you 

get your parents to do it for you!
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Tariff Points

• Tariff points are the system by which university offers are made. You earn them 

by achieving particular grades of passes on your studies. Some universities will 

ask for more tariff points than others, and courses at the same university could 

even have different requirements. The best way to get clued up is by visiting 

university stands at UCAS or Higher Education fairs, going to Open Days, or 

looking at prospectuses or websites. UCAS course search will be able to link you looking at prospectuses or websites. UCAS course search will be able to link you 

to the relevant pages.

• On the next page is a table showing the most common qualifications and their 

tariff points. For more detailed information, or for accepted qualifications not 

shown above, please visit: www.ucas.ac.uk/students/ucas_tariff/tarifftables/
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GCE/VCE Qualifications BTEC Nationals Diploma in Foundation 

Studies (Art and Design)

Points

AVCE Double 

Award

GCE A Level 

AVCE

GCE AS VCE Award Certificate Diploma

DDD 360

DDM 320

Distinction 285

A*A* DMM 280

AA DD MMM 240

Merit 225

AB 220

BB DM MMP 200

BC 180BC 180

Pass 165

CC MM MPP 160

CD A* 140

DD A D MP PPP 120

DE B 100

EE C M PP 80

D A 60

B 50

E C P 40

D 30

E 20
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Frequently Asked Questions

Q. I want to do a gap year. Should I apply a year later?

• It’s easiest if you apply at the same time as your friends. There’s a deferred entry 

box on your application form you can tick which tells the university you’re taking 

a gap year. If you do that you will receive offers at the same time as everyone 

else and can go on your gap year with the security of knowing you have a 

university place held for you.university place held for you.

• It’s also a really good idea to mention in your personal statement what you’re 

planning to do on your gap year – this will show how you’ll be growing as a 

person and the kinds of experiences you’ll pick up. If you don’t have plans, make 

some – it doesn’t look very impressive if you’re just planning to mess about doing 

nothing!
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Frequently Asked Questions (continued)

Q. Why do some universities ask for grades and not tariff points?

• They may want you to get very specific requirements – e.g. if you want to study 

English and are doing A levels, they might require a B grade from you (they will 

probably be more flexible on the results for your other subjects).

Q. Do I need work experience to get into university?

• It’s not a requirement but it is strongly advised for health care courses and social 

work. And for any subject, work experience will help you gain skills you can write 

about in your personal statement.
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Helpful Links

www.mdx.ac.uk

Middlesex University’s website. You can also follow us on Twitter and Facebook.

Twitter: Twitter.com/middlesexuni1

Facebook: Facebook.com/middlesexuniversity

www.ucas.com

UCAS website, which you will use to make your university application.

www.studentroom.co.uk

Website to trade university information with other students.
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