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An Overview of Access to HE Diplomas and Making Meaningful Offers: A
Guide for HE Admissions Staff

Introduction

Access to HE Diploma courses are aimed at adults who may have few, or no, formal
qualifications and are designed to provide both the skills and academic subject knowledge to
progress to higher education (HE). Each year approximately 20,000 Access to HE Diploma
learners progress on to HE. With a growing focus on increasing the number of mature students
in HE following a recent decline in numbers post pandemic, it is important that HE providers
ensure that their admissions requirements for Access to HE Diploma applicants are fair and
meaningful. We hope that this guide supports HE Admissions staff to ensure that this is the
case.

An Overview of the Access to HE Diploma

The Access to HE Diploma is designed for adults (aged 19 and over) who have been identified as
having the potential to achieve at HE-entry standard. Access to HE Diploma courses are offered
in the main by further education (FE) colleges, as well as by some adult education colleges and
private colleges.

Access to HE Diplomas are locally validated by Access Validating Agencies (AVAs) which are
licensed by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) and developed in
conjunction with HEls and their currency as a route to higher education for adults is well
established.
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Structure of the Access to HE Diploma

Access to HE Diplomas are made up of 60 credits. 45 of these are at level 3 and graded. The
remaining 15 credits are not graded and may be at level 2 or level 3. Learners must successfully
achieve 60 credits to be awarded a Diploma.

Access to HE Diploma Grading

Students are awarded a grade for every graded level 3 unit that they complete successfully. A
grade of Pass, Merit or Distinction is awarded for each unit — up to a maximum of 45. There is
no overall average or single aggregate grade for the Diploma.

Duration

Most Access to HE Diplomas can be completed in just under a year. College courses usually start
in September and finish the following summer, though a few courses have mid-year starts.

For one-year courses, students typically spend up to 16 hours a week in college, as well as time
spent on individual study outside classes. The private study requirements can be substantial, as
assignments, projects, additional reading and research must be completed.

Some courses also allow learners to study for the qualification over two or more years and can
be a popular option for those with family or work commitments. There are also some courses
delivered in the evenings or by distance learning.

Access to HE Diploma Subject Areas

In 2021-22 students studied on 197 different Diploma titles, covering a diverse range of
subjects. Some courses have a specific subject focus, such as Access to HE Diploma (Law),
Access to HE Diploma (Nursing), or Access to HE Diploma (Business Studies). Others provide a
preparation across a wider range of subjects, such as Access to HE Diploma (Social Studies) or
Access to HE Diploma (Combined Sciences). Diplomas with more general titles often have a
range of options available, so students on the same course are able to choose different options
to suit their individual interests, plans for further study, or career ambitions.

Health, public services and care related courses (including nursing & midwifery) remain the
most popular choice, accounting for just over 60% of learners on Access courses (2021).

New Subject Descriptors

Subject Descriptors are being introduced by the QAA to define the minimum requirement of
content for a Diploma that is designed and publicly claims to provide the preparation needed for
progression to undergraduate study. The aim of the subject descriptor is to bring greater
standardisation to Diplomas. QAA have developed two Subject Descriptors, one for Medicine,
which has been in place since 2021, and one for Nursing and Health Professionals that will be
effective from August 2025. QAA have also developed a compliance badge so that Access to HE
Diplomas that meet the subject descriptor for the named Diploma e.g. Access to HE Diploma
(Medicine) can be badged to indicate that it meets the Subject Descriptor requirements. More
information can be found on the QAA website.


https://www.qaa.ac.uk/access-to-he/access-to-he-resources/access-to-he-subject-descriptors
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Entry Requirements for an Access to HE Course

Although there are no formal entry requirements, in some cases applicants may be required to
have GCSE Maths and or English at grade A*-C or (graded 4-9) at the point of application. It
may be possible for learners to study one of these GCSEs alongside the Access to HE Diploma if
a minimum grade of C (or 4+) has not been achieved.

Applicants will normally be asked to sit an English diagnostic test (and depending on the nature
of the course, a maths test) and in the majority of cases, there will also be an interview as part

of the application process. Applicants who do not meet the requirements will often be offered a
place on a Pre - Access course, which lasts up to one year.

Access to HE Diploma: Student Profile and HE Progression

When we look at the profile of students studying Access to HE Diplomas it's clear that these
qualifications play a vital role in improving social mobility for older learners. While the number of
younger learners starting Access courses has increased, the vast majority are over the age of 21
(59% of Access students in 2021 were over 25). Most older learners will have significant
experience outside formal education, including employment and will have developed a range of
transferable skills before they join the Access to HE course.

Drawing on statistics produced by the QAA, Access students entering HE in 2021 were more
likely to female (77%), be from an ethnic minority background (29% v 24% of other level 3
qualifications) and have a disability (26% v 15%). They are also far more likely, when compared
with applicants on other level 3 qualifications, to live in a disadvantaged area. 24% of Access
entrants to HE were from a disadvantaged neighbourhood, compared with 11% of entrants on
other level 3 qualifications.

In terms of where Access students went on to study, 77% stayed in their local area to study.

HE Retention and Achievement of Access to HE Diploma Entrants

Among mature students, QAA Access to HE entrants have one of the lowest non-continuation
rates compared with other level 3 qualifications. In 2022, 11.2% of mature learners with an
Access course were no longer in HE study the following year compared to 12.2% of mature
entrants with other level 3 qualifications. However, in young students, QAA Access to HE entrants
showed higher non-continuation rates when compared with more traditional entry

qualifications.

More information on Access learners and progression onto HE can be found on the QAA website.

How do HEIs make a meaningful offer?

Students access to higher education can be affected by a range of circumstances. Contextual
admissions are used by a number of universities and colleges, including many of the most
selective, to take account of these. This allows admissions teams to identify applicants with the
greatest potential to succeed in higher education, rather than relying on the highest ranked
exam results alone.


http://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/docs/access/regulating-access-documents/access-to-he-key-statistics-2021-22.pdf?sfvrsn=7badad81_6
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Using interviews, taking into consideration the applicant’s life experience and the ‘added value’
that mature learners bring to their HE study should therefore be used in addition to setting entry
requirements.

All learners can achieve up to 60 credits, with 45 graded and 15 ungraded. As some ungraded credits
can be at level 2 not all applicants will have the opportunity to achieve 60 credits at level 3. Offers
should therefore be framed around 45 graded credits at level 3.

There is no overall qualification grade. Statements such as applicants need an overall merit do
not fit with the qualification specification or with what learners can actually achieve.

Learners are registered on 60 credits against the units that they will study, within 12 weeks of the start
date of the course. Applicants will be able to list all the units they are undertaking on their UCAS
application. Offers therefore need to be framed around what applicants can achieve. (i.e. asking for 21
credits in Chemistry when the applicant is only studying 18, makes the offer unachievable.)

Open College Network (OCN) has indicated that it will be very difficult for a student to achieve a
very high number of distinctions. This is due to the developmental nature of the course. Access
learners are usually on a steep learning curve from the start of their course because they are
either undertaking academic studies for the first time or returning to learning after a prolonged
absence. It is therefore unlikely that many students will achieve distinctions in their early
assignments.

Setting Entry Requirements

Access to HE Diplomas accrue UCAS Tariff Points. Entry requirements can be expressed either
as achieving a certain number of tariff points (i.e. achieve 96 points from an Access to HE
Diploma), in the form of passes, merits and distinctions (up to a maximum of 45), or
successfully completing the Access to HE Diploma.

Predicted Grades

Because the qualification is designed as a one-year course, it is extremely difficult for

tutors providing references in time for the UCAS application deadline to give any meaningful
predicted grades. Tutors have always been willing to provide an updated reference and by
February can provide approximate projections of potential progress rather than specific predicted
grades for individual units.

Asking for particular Diplomas

While it is good practice to state, where required, which particular Access to HE Diploma subjects are or
are not acceptable, care should be taken to avoid using specific Access titles where possible. Diplomas
with the same title may have different content, and Diplomas with very similar content may also have
different titles, as there is no national statement of the range of expected content relating to Diplomas
with the same title.

This means that entry requirements for the achievement of Diplomas in particular disciplines are best
expressed generically. It is preferable, for example, to refer to an ‘Access to HE Diploma in art and
design or creative arts subject’ rather than ‘Access to HE Diploma (Art and Design)’.


https://qips.ucas.com/qip/access-to-he-diploma
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Requirements for specific amounts of achievement in particular subjects

The total volume of learning required for a Diploma is always the same (60 credits, with

a minimum of 45 at level 3), but different sized units can be combined in different ways to realise that
standard total. For example some courses may include 5 x 9-credit units, while others 15 x 3-credit
units. An entry requirement that specified, for example, ‘3 units in mathematics’ would not therefore
make consistent demands on students taking different Diplomas, as this could represent a
requirement for anything from nine credits (three x three credit units) to 27 credits (three x nine-credit
units).

It is therefore preferable in entry requirements to refer to subjects in generic terms and to the
total number of credits to be achieved in those subjects, for example, 18 level 3 credits from
mathematics units.

As a grade is awarded for each unit the total number of grades that a student can achieve is
determined by the total number of graded units that make up the required 45 credits. For example, a
student taking five x nine-credit units will achieve five grades, while another taking 15 x three-credit
units will achieve 15 grades. An entry requirement that specified a certain number of units to be
achieved at a particular grade would therefore require students on different courses to achieve
different proportions of the Diploma at that grade.

Additional requirements
GCSE requirements

Some students may not have had the opportunity to study GCSE English and maths, so consider
accepting equivalence. Although numeracy and literacy are covered in the Level 2 units, they are not
graded, so asking for equivalent grading can be problematic. HEIs could consider whether they can
accept an Access course as offering equivalence to their normal GCSE Maths and English entry criteria.

Additional level 3 qualifications

Entry requirements that ask for additional level 3 qualifications are likely to be regarded as unrealistic
for most Access to HE students (unless they already hold the additional qualification) because of the
substantial practical and financial barriers in undertaking the study necessary for such achievement.

Unconditional Offers

Because of their life circumstances if unconditional offers are made to Access to HE students by higher
education providers, it is common for them to withdraw from the course and therefore not complete
their Diploma. Rather than making unconditional offers to students currently following programmes of
study, it would be in the best interest of applicants for HEIs to require them to complete and pass the
qualification. The reasons for this are as follows:

* It would improve their motivation and prepare them better for HE study

* Learners who have received an Advanced Learning Loan to study their qualification
would not be eligible for the loan waiver on completion of their HE course if they
withdraw from their level 3 course without completing

* Level 3 qualification grades are not only important for HE places but other
opportunities, e.g. internships, sponsorships while at university

* Graduate employers often specify grades or tariff scores for level 3 qualifications
taken when recruiting.



An Overview of Access to HE Diplomas and Making Meaningful Offers: A

Guide for HE Admissions Staff

This guide has been produced by the Linking London & Uni Connect team.

Linking London is a collaborative partnership of London schools, colleges, universities and key
stakeholders, including OCN London, committed to improving social mobility and supporting
learners into and through higher education.

More information about Linking London as well as our Uni Connect Programme can be found via:

www.linkinglondon.ac.uk
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