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Coverage of new subjects and alignment with new UCAS tariff point regime 

 
1. Context 
 

1.1. Consistent with the University’s current Widening Access and Participation (WAP) 
Strategy and the statutory WAP Plan the Centre for Widening Access and 
Participation will be expanding Step-Up by introducing new curriculum-aligned 
subject strands, commencing September 2015.   
 

1.2. The Centre for Widening Access and Participation would seek approval to extend 
the established Step-Up tariff discount to new Step-Up strands from new entry 
September 2015 and seek approval to revise the existing Step-Up tariff discount so 
that it is mapped against the new UCAS tariffs points being introduced for entry to 
Higher Education from 2017 onwards. 

 
2. Rationale 

 
2.1. A key and essential feature of the Step-Up programme is that participating A-Level 

pupils can, upon completion of an assessed research project, earn a tariff discount 
of up to 60 points against entry to Ulster University.  

 
2.2. Under the existing UCAS tariffs points system the maximum 60 points equate to a 

Grade D at A-Level (see table 1a).   Historically, Step-Up tariff discount has been 
awarded in increments of 20, 40 or 60 points. 

 
2.3. Step-Up have reviewed the new UCAS tariff points system for entry into Higher 

Education from September 2017 onwards.  Under the new UCAS tariff regime a 
Grade D, will be worth 24 points (ibid). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1a: Comparison of tariff scores associated with A-Level grades in the existing and new UCAS point regime.   

 
3. Proposal 
 

3.1. It is proposed that, from 2015-2016 intake, the existing tariff discount is extended to 
the new Step-Up strands. 

 
3.2. It is further proposed, from 2017 onwards, to award up to 24 points in line with the 

new UCAS tariffs point regime for both existing and new strands of Step-Up. 

A-Level grade Current UCAS tariff New UCAS tariff from 
September 2017 

A* 140 56 
A 120 48 
B 100 40 
C 80 32 
D 60 24 
E 40 16 



3.3. Should a pupil from a partner school register on more than one Step-Up subject 
strand the total tariff discount that a student could earn for both assessed projects 
would be capped at 32 points. 

 
3.4. It is noted however that faculties increasingly make admissions decisions on the 

basis of letter grades rather than tariff score and that this trend should be kept under 
review to ensure that the tariff discount is set at an appropriate and meaningful level 
that supports Step-Up participants secure a place at Ulster. 

 
4. League Table Impact 
 

4.1. It is recognized that optimizing the University’s position in league tables is a high 
priority for the institution.  Given the tariff discounts earned by Step-Up participants 
are not awarded formal UCAS points, there is the potential for expansion of Step-Up 
discounts to new strands to adversely impact (albeit less than half a tariff point 
based on planned numbers) the institutional standing of the University in these 
league tables.  

 
4.2. Importantly though, Step-Up entrants to Ulster can be set outside the countable 

population for calculation of the league tables by amending the ‘Highest 
Qualification on Entry’ returned to HESA for students that have completed the 
programme and earned a tariff discount. 

 
4.3. The Centre for Widening Access and Participation will therefore, in advance of the 

annual HESA return, liaise with the Planning Department to make the necessary 
adjustments to student records for Step-Up new entrants to ensure that these 
records are excluded from league table calculations. 

 
4.4. This being the case, the league table impact of extending Step-Up tariff discount to 

new strands of the programme will be completely mitigated.  Indeed, by applying 
this recoding technique to new Ulster entrants progressing from the existing Step-
Up to Science strand will have a small but positive impact on Ulster’s institutional 
tariff score. 

 
5. Summary 

 
5.1. Providing students with the opportunity to earn a tariff discount against entry to 

Ulster is a key feature of the Step-Up programme.  Extending the coverage of this 
principle to new strands is essential to the expansion and diversification of the 
programme outlined in the institutional strategy. 

 
5.2. Accordingly, approval is sought to concurrent approval to extend the established 

Step-Up tariff discount to new Step-Up strands from new entry September 2015 and 
revise the existing Step-Up tariff discount so that it is mapped against the new 
UCAS tariffs points system. 

 
5.3. Measures will be taken to ensure that there is no negative league table impact 

associated with the extension of coverage of Step-Up tariff discount to new strands 
of the programme. 
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