
Push’s Quick Guide to… 

The UCAS process  
 

What is UCAS? 
UCAS is the one-stop shop for university admissions. It’s one website, and you apply for all your courses through it. Think of 

UCAS.com as a Facebook for unis: you create a profile, enter all your details, and search other profiles. There’s 1,000s of profiles – 

but on UCAS they’re not ‘friends’, they’re courses. Every course at each university in the UK has a profile page, which outlines the 

main things about that course that you need to know. It’s essential you read (and re-read) every little detail on any course you’re 

thinking of, things like: how long the course is, how they assess you, teaching style, hours in class, and the grades you need to be 

accepted. Push’s tip is to visit the uni’s own website so you get each course breakdown in even more detail.  
 

What’s on a UCAS form?  
Your entire application is done on the website, and it consists of 4 parts: 

- Your personal details: name, age, school, grades, qualifications, certificates, and the name of your mum’s third cousin 

twice removed (ok maybe not the last one) 
- Your course choices: you can choose up to five courses at any five universities in the UK (this includes more than one 

choice at one university) 
- Your own words: 4,000 characters to write anything you want. You have a word limit and need to be concise, clear and to 

the point. It’s 100% about you – which is why it’s called a ‘personal statement’. It’s the chance to show the uni why you are 

interested in their course and their university. Be truthful about why their course appeals to you (research and pick out 

things from the UCAS course profile), show how it links to your career ideas & list any relevant experience you have that 

makes you a good fit for the course. Remember: you can only write one personal statement, so it has to be relevant for all 

the different courses you apply for.  
- Their own words: this is the part where your teachers write their personal statement…about you. It’s not as long as yours, 

but just as important. Make sure you talk to your teacher about it – it’s absolutely fine for you to ask them to mention certain 

things about your attitude and achievements.  
 

How do you work the system? 
Push’s simple rule to choosing 5 courses is ‘The 1-3-1 Approach’: choose one aspirational course that seems unlikely in terms of 

grades, three you are very likely to get onto, and one backup choice with low grades, in case your exams go badly. Two top tips: 
- Send it early: universities can accept your application anytime after 15th October in your final year of school/college – 

which is almost a whole year before you start their course. Even though applications open in October, lots of people 

choose to leave it until 15th January to send it (the deadline for all courses - apart from some art and design ones which must 

be sent by late March). Why not get the form sent off as early as possible? It’ll sure make the festive period more fun. Yes, a 

uni will still consider you if you send it by mid-Jan, but get in their minds as soon as possible they may offer you a place 

before anyone else.  
- Unis are guessing: it’s so important to get your form sent early as it shows each uni you’re really interested in their 

course. The uni may even think they’re your number one choice. Remember: no other uni can see where else you’ve 

applied. Just like poker, they’re all trying to guess your hand…so don’t reveal your cards. Sending a form late is bound to 

make a bad impression. 
 

What happens after you send it? 
It’s now a game of tennis…and the ball is now in the uni’s court. You’ve hit five decent applications over to their side of the court, and 

now you’ve gotta wait for them to come back. There’s really no way of knowing which ones will, and how. Between February and 

May, it’s simply a waiting game, so put your racket down, get your tennis kit off and switch your full focus back to your school work 

to get the best grades you can. 
 

How will they respond to you? 
Most unis will respond to you by 31st March. Some may be earlier, some may be later. They can all respond to you at different times – 

so keep a close eye on your UCAS profile. They will reply with one of three things: 
- Yes: well done you. This is called an ‘unconditional offer’ meaning they like you so much they’ll take you regardless of 

your grades. Don’t be offended if you don’t get this – it’s quite rare for a uni to offer it. 
- No: This is as it sounds – they’ve decided you are not right for the course – again, don’t be offended if this is the case. They 

will often tell you why, and if they don’t then ask them.  
- Maybe: This is the most common reply. It’s their way of saying “wow, you look great. We’ll take you please…if you get these 

grades for us.” It’s a real incentive to make sure you do as well as you can in your final year of school. Some may say “we’re 

still deciding: come see us to help us make up our minds”. This might mean an interview, an audition or a portfolio of your 

work. 
 

How do you respond to them? 
…in exactly the same way they did to you, by telling them either “yes”, “no” or “maybe”. You get to keep two of your five choices. 

- UCAS Extra: if you don’t like any of the responses you get back from your choices, between late Feb and early July you 

may be able to ‘trade up’ and select an extra course. Find out more about this on the UCAS website. 
- Clearing: if your results come through in August and you didn’t get the grades you need, you can hit the phones and 

contact your five unis to see if they may still take you. If it’s a no, you can contact all the other unis in the UK. A lot will offer 

you places, but ask yourself: is this the best course for you or are they just trying to fill up last-minute places?  
- Gap year: if you’ve not got the responses or grades you wanted, it may help to take a year and re-assess. Your grades 

won’t disappear (you may even be able to re-sit), and you can use the extra months to work, volunteer and do placements. 

Think of it as an extra year to beef up your new personal statement. 
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