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Foreword

| am delighted to introduce this important report from the Veterinary Schools Council
on a topic that deserves our collective and immediate attention. “Towards A Fairer
Future...” reflects months of consultation, consideration and debate in bringing
together views from across our sector as we craft an Action Plan that is both a vision
and a call to action.

Developed with the support of colleagues in our member institutions and the
involvement of key stakeholders, the report sets out an evidence-based imperative
that we believe can begin to address the series of systemic issues in veterinary medical
education that will, in turn, transform the composition of our professions.

In the pages that follow, we describe a plan in three sections that is broadly organised
in chronological order but with significant overlap in timings. This is not a statement
of priority; rather, it is a scheme that reflects the journey upon which our applicants
embark and continue through studenthood.

Such is the importance with which the schools now view the problem, it is noteworthy
that this is the first time we have come together to acknowledge the scale and urgency
of the efforts required, and the need to do so as a unified group.

| am grateful to all those whose expertise, time, commitment and lived experience
have contributed to our Action Plan. It will change our professions, but it is an overdue
beginning of a process rather than an end. | hope you will join us on our journey.

¢

4oy

Stuart WJ Reid CBE

Chair, Veterinary Schools Council
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Introduction

Improving equity, diversity and inclusion has long been seen as key challenge for the
veterinary profession in the United Kingdom. This was acknowledged by Niall Connell
when he expressed it as a top priority in his first address as RCVS President in 2019,
and many other organisations across the sector are equally committed to driving
progress. This commitment is demonstrated in the valuable work being done to raise
awareness of the need for change, and to improve the experience of those from
traditionally underrepresented backgrounds currently within the profession.

It is an uncomfortable reality, however, that people from such backgrounds — which
collectively comprise large swathes of the population — continue to face challenges
and remain significantly underrepresented. Fostering a more diverse workforce should
not only be prioritised in the name of equity and social justice, but also because it
would bring a raft of benefits to the profession. A veterinary workforce that mirrors
the diverse society it serves brings opportunities for change and innovation, as well

as increased cultural competency. In practice, this would positively impact shared
clinical decision making and patient outcomes. The first step towards realising the
many potential benefits is to increase diversity at the point of entry to the profession:
veterinary school.

The Veterinary Schools Council (VSC) has, therefore, carried out the first ever
nationwide analysis of the demographics of candidates applying to undergraduate
veterinary medicine courses in the United Kingdom. The analysis looked at data
obtained from UCAS on ethnicity, disability status, gender, and socioeconomic
disadvantage indicators for applicants with home status, and confirmed that there is a
significant lack of diversity at all stages of the application process. It should be noted
that it was, unfortunately, not possible to undertake an intersectional demographic
analysis based on this data, but VSC recognises the importance of intersectionality
when working to achieve equity, diversity and inclusion.

Comparing the data to that from other courses reveals that veterinary medicine not
only lags significantly behind the overall undergraduate picture, but also behind similar
courses such as medicine and dentistry. To address this, VSC has developed an action
plan aimed at widening access to and improving equity, diversity and inclusion in
veterinary medical education in the UK. The plan is based around the following three
pillars:

1. Attraction — how to increase the appeal of a veterinary medicine degree and career
to a more diverse range of candidates?

2. Admission — how to ensure that admissions requirements and processes are
equitable and accessible for all with the potential to study veterinary medicine?

3. Access Beyond Admission — how to create an inclusive veterinary school experience
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which allows people from all backgrounds to thrive throughout their studies,
complete their degree, and become a veterinary professional?

This report will first present the analysis of UCAS data, before setting out an
assessment of the challenges in each of the three areas above. This will be followed
by the specific actions that VSC and its members will take to address them. The focus
is on home students as this is where VSC, veterinary schools and the wider sector
have the greatest scope for action and impact. It is important to recognise, however,
that many international students choose to study veterinary medicine in the UK each
year. The contribution they make to the UK’s national life is warmly welcomed, and
VSC is committed to providing them with an equitable and inclusive veterinary school
experience in the UK.

Veterinary schools clearly have a central role in driving progress; both individually
and collectively through VSC, they will work proactively and autonomously to do so
wherever possible. Nevertheless, progress on some issues will depend on working
in partnership with other organisations and stakeholders. It will be made clear in the
report where VSC believes this is the case.

A Note on Evidence

The inherent difficulty of reaching those who have not ‘entered the system’ means
that there is no broad evidence base behind the specific reasons that potential
applicants from underrepresented groups may decide not to apply to study
veterinary medicine, despite being suitable candidates. To address this limitation,
VSC is currently scoping the feasibility of a large-scale study on this question.

However, this would be a complex and lengthy project and the need for change is
urgent and VSC and is not willing to delay taking action. This action plan is, therefore,
underpinned by lessons on EDI and widening participation from across higher
education, combined with veterinary-specific insights and anecdotal evidence from
veterinary schools and other organisations in the profession. The action plan is an
evolving document which will be added to over time as new evidence emerges.

*On 1st August 2024, new veterinary schools at SRUC and at UCLan joined VSC. While
the publication of this report is supported by the current membership of VSC, it should
be noted that it was written before VSC’s recent expansion and without contribution
or data from these two new schools.
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Data

Definitions

e Applicant: An individual with home status who submitted an application to any
UK veterinary medicine course. The individual is counted once, regardless of the
number of schools they have applied to.

e Offer holder: An applicant with home status who receives at least one offer for a
UK veterinary medicine course.

e Acceptance: An applicant who, at the end of the admissions cycle, has been placed
for entry into higher education.

e POLAR4 Quintiles: The participation of local areas (POLAR) classification groups
areas across the UK based on the proportion of young people who participate in
higher education. It looks at how likely young people are to participate in higher
education across the UK and shows how this varies by area. POLAR classifies local
areas into five groups - or quintiles - based on the proportion of young people who
enter higher education aged 18 or 19 years old. Quintile one shows the lowest rate
of participation. Quintile five shows the highest rate of participation.

e All UCAS: All applications to undergraduate courses from UCAS by the June
deadline.

Key findings

Applicants from all ethnic groups other than White are severely underrepresented
within the applicant pool. Generally, Black students and those from other ethnic
backgrounds which were not stated seem substantially less likely to receive offers
than other groups. While this could suggest potential bias in the offer making process,
which should be investigated, the small number for these groups makes it difficult

to draw definitive conclusions. It is, therefore, most important to address the lack of
representation in the applicant pool first. The fact that offer and acceptance rates are
similar for all groups suggests that it is not a matter of students not obtaining their
grades, but rather that they are not applying and receiving offers in the first place.

Focus should be on increasing representation of individuals from POLAR4 quintile one
in the applicant pool. The proportion of offers going to applicants from quintile one
is growing. Work should be done to continue this, but caution needs to be taken to
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ensure that this is not at the expense of those in quintile two.

It is evident that regarding gender, the key focus should be attracting more applicants
who define as men. It should be kept in mind that offer rates for men are also lower,
however, this cannot be addressed until there is an increased proportion of men in the
applicant pool.

The number of applicants declaring a disability has dramatically increased. We cannot
if this represents a genuine rise in disabled applicants or rather solely an increase in
disclosures. Disabled applicants less likely to receive offers and accept places than non-
disabled peers. This difference was notably smaller in 2020 when A Level examinations
were cancelled.

Ethnicity

The proportion of applicants from ethnicities other than White has increased over
the examined period by 5.3%. This is in line with trends in undergraduate applications
across the Higher Education (HE) sector. Despite the slight rises in Asian (+2.4%) and
Mixed applicants (+1.5%), the proportion of Black applicants has remained more

or less static (+0.1%). The proportion of applicants from other ethnic backgrounds
which were not stated is consistently low (0.7-1.8%). When compared with overall
undergraduate applications through UCAS, the proportion of Asian and Black
applicants are consistently lower for veterinary medicine courses, (average -8.2% and
-7.4% respectively).
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Figure 1: Proportion of applicants to veterinary medicine by ethnicity (% of total distribution in that year)
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Figure 2: Average* proportion of applications to veterinary medicine courses by ethnicity compared with all
other UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023)

*Error bars show standard deviation (1 SD).

Offer holders by ethnicity

In line with applicants, the proportion of offer holders from ethnic groups other than
White has increased across the period (+5.3%). Similarly, whilst the proportion of
Asian (+2.3%) and Mixed (+1.8%) ethnicity offer holders has seen slight growth, the
proportion of offer holders who are Black has remained largely the same (+0.1%).
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The proportion of offer holders from other ethnic groups which were not specified
is consistently very low (0-1.3%). The proportion of offer holders who are White is
marginally larger (+1.1%) than the proportion of applicants who are White.
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Figure 3: Offer holders by ethnicity (% of total distribution in that year)

Offer rates

Across the period, on average, 58.4% of White applicants receive an offer, compared to
51.7% of Asian applicants, 36.7% of Black applicants, and 53.9% of Mixed applicants. In
2023, however, greater parity was seen in across the groups compared to other years
(variation of +/ 16.8%). Black and students of other ethnicities not stated consistently
held the lowest offer rates.
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Figure 4: Percentage of applicants holding at least one offer by ethnicity
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Acceptances by ethnicity

As may be expected, the increase in offers made to applicants from ethnic groups
other than White has led to an increase in acceptances. When broken down further,
this once again translates as a slight increase in acceptances from Asian (+2.2%) and
Mixed (+1.9%) ethnicity applicants, whist the number of Black applicants accepted
has remained almost static, with variation of less than 1% across the period (+0.3%
from 2018-2023). When compared with other UCAS courses, vet courses again see a
considerably higher proportion of places taken up by White applicants, and far lower
proportions taken up by Asian and Black applicants.
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Figure 5: Proportion of acceptances by ethnicity (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)
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Figure 6: Average proportion of acceptances to veterinary medicine courses by ethnicity compared with all
other UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023)
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Acceptance rates

On average, more White applicants accept places than any other ethnic group (47.3%).
The lowest conversion rate sits with applicants from other ethnic backgrounds which
are not stated (average 17%). Whilst acceptance rates improved for Black (+8.6%) and
Mixed (+2.2%) candidates between 2018 and 2023, the rate declined by 2.6% for Asian
applicants.

It should be noted that, on average, the variation between offer and acceptance rates
is similar across all ethnic groups (9.58% -11.75%) with some notable exceptions, for
example, in 2019 and 2020 Black applicants saw the same offer and acceptance rates.
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Figure 7: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per ethnic group

POLAR4

Applicants

On examining the participation of local areas (POLAR) classification groups, which
classifies local areas into five groups - or quintiles - based on the proportion of

young people who enter higher education aged 18 or 19 years old, the proportion

of candidates increases as the quintile increases. On average, 59% of applicants

come from quintiles four and five, whilst 22% come from quintiles one and two.
Nevertheless, it should be noted that the highest increase in applicant numbers when
comparing 2023 to 2018 can be seen in quintiles 1 (+39%) and 2 (+35%).

Variation between the POLAR4 distribution of applications to veterinary courses and
other UCAS courses is widest at the extremes. On average, the proportion of applicants
from quintiles one and two is lower than the proportion of applicants from these
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groups applying to other undergraduate courses. Changes to this difference across the
period are marginal. Conversely, the proportion from the highest quintile is larger for
veterinary, although this gap has narrowed by 1.5%. Those from quintiles three and
four make up a similar proportion of veterinary and non-veterinary applications.
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Figure 8: Proportion of applicants to veterinary medicine by POLAR4 quintile (% of total distribution in that

year)
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Figure 9: Average* proportion of applications to veterinary medicine courses by POLAR4 Quintile compared
with all other UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023).

*Error bars show standard deviation (1 SD).
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Offer holders by POLAR4 Quintile

The proportion of offer holders from the lowest quintile consistently increased
between 2019 and 2023 (+2.8%). The proportion sitting within the second quintile,
however, has seen a slight decrease across the period (-1.5%), resulting in an overall
combined change of +1.7% for the two lowest groups. Quintile five consistently

received the highest proportion of the offers. This decreased by 1% across the period.

A similar picture can be seen for quintile four, resulting in an overall change of -4%
when the two groups are combined.
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Figure 10: Proportion of offer holders by POLAR4 Quintile

Offer rates

Those in POLAR quintiles four and five consistently have higher offer rates than
those in lower quintiles, with quintile five offer rates average 20% higher than those
of quintile one. The gap between the quintiles is, however, narrowing. Offer rates
for quintile one are consistently lower than average for the cohort, whilst the rates
for quintiles four and five are consistently above average. Whilst the offer rate

for the lowest quintile has increased across the period, the rate for quintile two

has decreased. The conversion rate for the students from the highest quintile has
remained largely the same.
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Figure 11: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by POLAR4 Quintile

Acceptances by POLAR4 quintile

The spread of acceptances across the quintiles is largely similar to the spread of offers.
The largest average difference between offers and acceptances within the same group
can be seen in quintile five, however, this is still only 1.73%.
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Figure 12: Proportion of acceptances by POLAR4 quintile (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)
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Figure 13: Average proportion of acceptances to veterinary medicine course by POLAR4 quintile compared with
all other UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023)

Acceptance rates

Acceptance rates follow a similar pattern to offer rates, with applicants from POLAR
quintiles four and five seeing consistently higher rates than those in the lower
quintiles. On average, there is a 20% difference between the percentage of applicants
from the highest quintile accepting a place and those accepting a place from the
lowest quintile.

When average acceptance rates and offer rates are compared, the variation is similar
across all quintiles (variation +/- 2.8%).
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Figure 14: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per POLAR4 quintile
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Gender

Applicants by gender

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the gender split of the applicant pool consistently sits around
four women to every one man across the period. This differs from applications to
undergraduate courses more generally, which see a ratio of three women to every
two men. It should be noted that no data was included for genders beyond ‘men’ and
‘women’ in the dataset provided by UCAS.
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Figure 15: Applicants by gender (% of total distribution in that year)
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Figure 16: Average proportion of applications to veterinary medicine courses by gender compared with all
other UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023)
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Offer holders by gender

The gender split of offer holders is approximately the same as that of the applicant
pool (avg. 1.5%).
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Figure 17: Offer holders by gender (% of total distribution in that year)

Proportion of Applicants

Offer rates

The average offer rate across the period is 5% higher for women applicants than men.
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Figure 18: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by gender
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Acceptances by gender

Acceptances see a similar gender distribution to applicants (avg. variation 1%) and
offer holders (avg. 0.5%). There is also a stark difference in the gender distribution of
those accepting places of veterinary courses and those accepting places on other UCAS
undergraduate courses.

Proportion of Acceptances by Gender
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Figure 19: Acceptances by gender (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)

90%

W Veterinary W All UCAS Applicants

80%
70%
60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Men

Gender

Proportion of successful applicants

Women

Figure 20: Average proportion of acceptances to veterinary medicine course by gender compared with all other
UCAS undergraduate courses (2018-2023)
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Acceptance rates

The acceptance rate is, on average, 3% higher for women. Men are, however, slightly
more likely to convert their offer to an acceptance, with the difference between the
offer rate and the acceptance rate on average 2.57% lower for men than women.
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Figure 21: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per gender

Disability
Applicants by disability declaration status

The proportion of applicants declaring a disability has dramatically increased across
the period, with one in ten applicants declaring disability in 2018 compared to one
in five in 2023. It should be noted that it cannot be known whether this represents
and actual increase in the number of disabled applicants or simply an increase in the
number who felt comfortable enough to disclose due to changes in societal attitudes
towards disability.
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Figure 22: Applicants by disability declaration status (% of total distribution in that year)

Offer holders by disability declaration status

The proportion of offer holders declaring a disability remains more or less the same as

the proportion of applicants declaring a disability, (average variation 1.53%).
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Figure 23: Offer holders by disability declaration status (% of total distribution in that year)

Offer rates

Disabled applicants are consistently less likely to convert their application to an offer.
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consistent from year to year, with a 3% increase in the difference being seen between
2020 and 2021.
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Figure 24: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by gender

Acceptances by disability declaration status

The proportion of candidates accepting places who declared a disability is consistently
slightly lower than the proportion of applicants with no disability declared. This
difference varies between a 0.9% and 2.7%. Interestingly, the year with the lowest
level of variation is 2020, when predicted grades were accepted due to the COVID-19
pandemic. Slight variation is also seen between the proportion of disabled offer
holders and acceptances, however, this difference is smaller, ranging from 0.1% to 1%.
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Figure 25: Acceptances by disability declaration status (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)
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Acceptance rates

Disabled applicants are also less likely to convert their application to an acceptance
than those who do not declare a disability, with an average difference of 7.28%
between the two. The average difference between offer rates and acceptance rates is
similar for both groups.
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Figure 26: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per disability declaration

status
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The Action Plan

Attraction

Perhaps unsurprisingly, demographic analysis reveals that a lack of diversity is evident
from the very earliest stage of the journey into the profession: the point of application
to veterinary medicine courses. Failing to address the lack of diversity in the applicant
pool significantly limits the impact of initiatives to widen participation during the
application assessment process, such as contextual offers, and all but ensures that
meaningful progress on diversity and inclusion in the student body will remain out of
reach. Attracting a more representative pool of applicants — as well as being important
in its own right —is, therefore, an essential precursor to any action aimed at increasing
diversity, equity and inclusion at subsequent stages of the journey into the profession,
and in the profession itself.

In common with other courses that have traditionally been dominated by those from
privileged backgrounds, too many highly capable students still feel that studying
veterinary medicine is simply not for people like them. Such perceptions of particular
courses or institutions are acknowledged by the Office for Students as a risk to equality
of opportunity. They can be incredibly impactful and tackling them on a large scale is a
huge challenge for the veterinary profession. Crucially, as veterinary medicine is both a
vocation and a degree course, potential applicants must be attracted to the profession
as well as to the degree programme itself. This underlines the need for organisations
from across the profession to collaborate in this effort.

Action aimed at attracting a more diverse range of applicants must focus on
dismantling the barriers, both real and perceived, that underpin this feeling among
individuals from underrepresented groups. VSC has, therefore, engaged directly with
students from those groups, as well as admissions staff in veterinary schools and
experts on widening participation, to develop a better understanding of the unique
factors that influence their lives and choices.

Real barriers are tangible factors that could mean that certain candidates are unable to
apply to the course. They include:

e Difficulty accessing specific subjects and/or qualifications required by veterinary
schools, most notably A-levels or Scottish Highers in the sciences.

e Difficulty accessing specific types of work experience placements required by
veterinary schools.

e Difficulty achieving required grades due to educational inequality or challenging
personal circumstances, and lack of awareness about mitigating measures such as
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contextual admissions and foundation/gateway programmes.
e Difficulty understanding, or accessing support for, the application process.

e Difficulty meeting the financial costs associated with studying veterinary medicine,
which significantly exceed costs for other degree programmes due to the course
length and placement requirements. [See Annex]

e A disability which may affect ability to demonstrate the competences stipulated by
the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, and therefore prevent completion of the
degree programme.

Perceived barriers are factors that could influence certain candidates to feel as if they
are unable to apply to the course, but do not actually prevent them from doing so.
They include:

e Alack of representation and role models from certain backgrounds in the
profession, including those from minoritised ethnic and religious backgrounds,
socio-economic disadvantage, and those with disabilities. This creates a sense that
‘you can’t be what you can’t see’ and will feel like a real barrier to many potential
applicants.

e \eterinary medicine being seen as a less desirable career choice for high-achieving
students than medicine or dentistry, particularly among certain communities.

e Myths that misrepresent entry requirements or overstate the difficulty of securing
a place and/or completing the degree programme. Some of these myths are
rooted in long since abandoned practices, others have never been true but endure,
nevertheless.

One of the most effective tools to attract applicants to veterinary medicine courses
is outreach. In this context, outreach is any initiative or intervention that seeks to
achieve one or both of the following:

® Raising aspiration and/or awareness among underrepresented groups in relation to
the veterinary profession and higher education.

e Supporting young people from those groups to secure a place at veterinary school.

Outreach can take many forms, but to effectively speak to underrepresented
communities, it must meet individuals where they are, both geographically and in
terms of their lived experience. This is challenging for the veterinary profession: the
small number of veterinary schools relative to the total number of schools and colleges
makes the former impossible, and the current scarcity of role models from certain
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backgrounds makes the latter very difficult.

It is important to note that all individual veterinary schools are already actively
engaged in valuable outreach initiatives. Student groups such as Animal Aspirations,
and groups from the profession such as the British Veterinary Ethnicity and Diversity
Society (BVEDS) and British Veterinary Chronic lliness Support (BVCIS) are also doing
great work in this area. The reality is, however, that veterinary schools and advocacy
groups alone lack the capacity to engage with all potential candidates.

If the whole veterinary sector came together, building the capacity to reach
underrepresented groups on the required scale would be far more achievable. In a
unified approach, each stakeholder group within the sector could contribute according
to its capabilities and any gaps left by a particular group could be filled by another. For
example:

e VSC has convening power — the ability to bring together different groups and
actors to tackle shared problems — and is the authoritative voice on veterinary
medical education, including admissions requirements and procedures and the
degree programme itself. Its members have extensive connections and experience
engaging with schools and colleges, but the small size and limited number of
veterinary schools means they lack capacity and geographical reach.

e Advocacy groups have greater geographical reach and extensive connections with
marginalised and underrepresented groups, but lack convening power, financial
resources, and access to authoritative information on veterinary education.

e Clinicians working in local practices have enormous geographical reach and good
community connections, including with marginalised and underrepresented groups
in some cases, but lack convening power, connections with schools and colleges,
time and financial resources, and access to authoritative information on veterinary
education.

e The RCVS has both regulatory and convening power, as well as an authoritative
voice on the profession and veterinary education but does not itself have the
capacity to run outreach programmes on a large scale.

Constrained financial resources are clearly a problem across the board, and VSC will
therefore continue to pursue all available sources of additional funding for outreach
efforts. Nonetheless, there is immense potential in an approach that leverages the
capabilities, expertise and authority of all parts of the profession, including the lesser
known and rarely public-facing parts such as research, academia, food safety and
public health. The benefit of involving these sectors would be multifaceted: attracting
a more diverse range of applicants to apply to veterinary medicine courses, while also
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increasing knowledge of and enthusiasm for roles that have not typically been popular
with graduates in recent times.

e VSC will seek to dismantle real barriers by:

— Working to improve communication on admissions, ensuring that the applicant-
facing information on each school’s webpages is an accurate and accessible
portrayal of their requirements and procedures, especially regarding contextual
admissions and foundation/gateway programmes. It will also seek to transpose
its admissions guide on to a fully digital and interactive online platform, enabling
more information to be provided in an accessible and user-friendly format and
facilitating easier comparisons between schools.

— Working with the profession to expand access to clinical work experience
placements, and working with veterinary schools to minimise requirements for
this in their admissions processes.

— Exploring options for the development of alternative pathways to veterinary
school for those without access to traditional qualifications.

— Lobbying government to increase the level of funding available to both
universities and individual students, thereby easing the financial burden on
students.

— Working with the RCVS to achieve greater clarity on what adjustments are
permissible for those with disabilities, and maximising adjustments to make the
course as accessible as possible, as required by equalities legislation.

e VSC will seek to dismantle perceived barriers by pioneering a new cross-sector
approach to veterinary outreach. This will include:

— Producing a best-practice framework which brings together lessons from
successful current veterinary school initiatives, as well as from medicine,
dentistry, and the wider higher education sector. This will ensure schools are
maximising the impact of their own outreach programmes.

— Seeking to establish regional networks of ambassadors and diversity role models
through which outreach will be conducted in partnership with the profession,
with a particular focus on harnessing the large number and geographical spread
of those working in clinical practice.

— With input from stakeholders from across the profession, producing a package
of authoritative and inspiring resources for ambassadors to use during outreach.
This will include case studies involving members of the role model network.

e VSC will continue to seek sources of additional funding for expanded outreach
efforts.
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e VSC will continue to analyse the demographic data of applicants in each UCAS cycle.
This will enable the impact of interventions on the composition of the applicant
pool to be monitored over time.

Admission

Veterinary medicine is a popular yet demanding and academically rigorous course with
a relatively small number of places available each year. Entry is, therefore, competitive
and most veterinary schools’ standard entry requirements include qualifications in
specific subjects, such as the sciences and mathematics, with a strong grade profile.

Beyond academic requirements, admissions processes across the UK’s veterinary
schools are a complex picture, with widely varying approaches to personal statements
and academic references, work experience, supplementary assessments, and
interviews. Given that many candidates will be applying to four different schools, this
can put them under enormous pressure.

In 2018, VSC began publishing an admissions guide which summarises each veterinary
school’s requirements. This guide aims to demystify the admissions process and

assist candidates applying to multiple schools and is revised annually to reflect any
changes to requirements. In the years since, veterinary schools have made significant
progress towards fairer and simpler requirements, though this has not always been
communicated effectively. In addition, some inequitable requirements remain and
admissions processes both within and across schools are still overly complex.

When determining their subject and grade requirements, veterinary schools aim to
ensure that admitted applicants are sufficiently academically capable to understand
complex course content and manage a formidable workload. Admitting applicants who
are not suited to the demands of the veterinary curriculum is not in anyone’s interest;
however, veterinary schools recognise that some students may not achieve the grades
or subjects that reflect their true academic potential due to circumstances beyond
their control. With this in mind, all UK veterinary schools currently use contextual
admissions, a process through which lower offers are made to applicants who meet
certain criteria. Contextual admissions are a core part of current efforts by veterinary
schools to make the profession more accessible. However, criteria vary significantly
across schools, and it is not always easy for potential applicants to determine their
eligibility.

Concerningly, there is mounting evidence to suggest that advanced qualifications in
science are no longer universally accessible in secondary schools and colleges across
the UK. Students in rural areas appear to be most affected by this problem, and

the primary remedy thus far has been to expect them to travel to a different school
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away from their local area. This is clearly not an equitable or sustainable solution. In
addition to making the case for expanded access to traditional science qualifications,
veterinary schools should expand the range of qualifications they accept where
possible. For students who have demonstrated their potential but who lack the
required qualifications and/or grade profile, some veterinary schools offer foundation
or gateway programmes with different entry requirements. Students on these
programmes typically progress on to the core veterinary medicine course, subject

to achieving a defined minimum standard. These programmes are invaluable for
candidates from the most deprived backgrounds, and alongside contextual admissions
for standard-entry courses are an essential tool in a sector-wide approach to widening
access. However, they are not available at all veterinary schools and come with
significant additional costs for the student and should not, therefore, be relied upon
too heavily.

Veterinary schools across the UK have historically required applicants to have
completed significant amounts of work experience in clinical and other animal-
related environments. The growing number of veterinary students combined with the
decreasing number of veterinary practices able to accommodate work experience has,
however, led to an increasing scarcity of placements. VSC has therefore been working
with its members to reduce these requirements over time, with some schools having
now removed them entirely.

VSC recognises that clinical and other animal-related work experience is a valuable
endeavour and that applicants who are able to access it should, and will, continue
to do so. It must also be acknowledged, however, that accessing this type of work
experience can be difficult, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds,
who remain underrepresented in the applicant pool, student body, and wider
veterinary profession. Requiring applicants to have completed such placements is,
therefore, a potential barrier to increasing access to the profession for those from
certain backgrounds.

As such, veterinary schools have committed to reforming their approach to work
experience in the application process, which has previously centred on whether the
applicant has completed a specific type and/or quantity of placements. In a new
approach, candidates will be expected to demonstrate throughout the application
process that their experiences have provided them with the following:

e A comprehensive understanding of what a degree and a career in veterinary
medicine entails, such that they have made an informed decision to apply.

e The required skills, values, and attributes to succeed on the course and as a
member of the profession.
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The emphasis will be upon how an applicant reflects on their experiences and
demonstrates what they have learnt from them in the context of these criteria. As part
of this new approach, veterinary schools will provide clear guidance on the required
skills, values, and attributes, and set out a wide range of different experiences through
which applicants can demonstrate that they satisfy the criteria.

As previously outlined, most applicants will have applied to four veterinary schools.
Navigating and completing a different set of supplementary assessments for each
school places a significant additional burden on applicants who have just completed
the UCAS process and are still in the midst of their final year of school. As ever, this
burden is felt most acutely by applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds who may
lack the support system, both at school and at home, that other applicants may take
for granted, or be facing additional pressures on top of their academic life.

Although a small number of UK veterinary schools no longer use interviews, the
majority still incorporate them into their admissions processes. Many of those have,
however, switched from using the traditional interviews to a multiple mini-interview
(MMI) format, which evidence suggests are less easily gamed through advance
preparation or coaching and are thus more equitable. In light of this evidence, those
schools who have not yet switched are advised to consider doing so.

It can be logistically and financially challenging for applicants from rural areas, low-
income backgrounds, carers, and those with disabilities to attend in-person interviews.
This challenge is magnified should they be invited to interview by more than one
school and can become prohibitive. To ensure interviews are accessible to all, schools
should endeavour to provide financial assistance to those who would otherwise be
unable to attend. Schools could also consider holding interviews online to reduce
barriers for these candidates. There is, however, some evidence to suggest that
attending campus for an interview can be a valuable and affirming experience for
applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds, so schools should support students to do
so where possible.

e \eterinary schools will ensure that information on entry requirements and the
admissions process is displayed clearly and accurately on their applicant-facing
webpages.

e \Veterinary schools will expand the range of qualifications they accept in their
admissions processes where possible, as well as pressing for expanded access to
traditional science qualifications for school and college pupils across the UK.
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e VSC will review and evaluate the overall impact of contextual admissions
procedures across the sector and make recommendations to individual veterinary
schools where opportunities for improvement are identified.

e VSC will work with its members to implement a new approach that allows
applicants to demonstrate skills and knowledge in other ways, rather than relying
on traditional clinical work experience.

e VSC will also seek to work with the profession to expand access to clinical work
experience.

e VSC will review the use of supplementary assessments in admissions processes and
seek to reduce the complexity of requirements, as well as exploring the feasibility
of using a standardised assessment across most or all schools.

e VSC will review how veterinary schools are currently using interviews in their
admissions processes and make recommendations on how to better support
applicants from disadvantaged backgrounds to participate in interviews. VSC will
explore sources of additional funding to facilitate grants for travel costs.

Access Beyond Admission

Attracting more applicants from underrepresented backgrounds and creating an
equitable admissions process are both clearly fundamental to making veterinary
medicine more accessible. However, these steps should be viewed as a necessary
precursor rather than ‘job done’. In order to deliver sustainable progress, it is equally
important that all admitted students find that they are able to thrive at vet school,
regardless of their background.

Sadly, this is often not the case. Although some progress has been made in most areas,
too many students still find the course to be exclusionary and inaccessible. Students
with certain disabilities and those from low-income families and/or with limited
financial support are among the worst affected. However, students can face challenges
related to a range of other protected characteristics under the Equality Act, including
race, religion, gender identity, sexual orientation and gender, despite over 80 per cent
of veterinary students identifying as women. The following sections will set out how
veterinary medicine can be made more inclusive and equitable for all students.

Veterinary schools are constantly striving to provide a more inclusive learning
environment for students of all backgrounds. In recent years, through a joint
working group with the RCVS, VSC and its members have looked at how to improve
support for students from global majority and religious backgrounds. This work
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culminated in a report published in 2022 containing a series of recommendations.
Collaborative initiatives such as these are not only vitally important in improving the
experiences of current students, but also in attracting more applicants from currently
underrepresented backgrounds.

Within veterinary schools, good progress has been made on implementing
recommendations aimed at improving support and safeguards for such students, and
similar steps have been taken to protect and support students from other marginalised
backgrounds. Anecdotal evidence, however, suggests that too many of these students
still face unacceptable treatment while undertaking placements away from the
university campus, notably during EMS.

In an open letter published in January 2024, VSC, AVS, BVA and RCVS recognised that
it is their collective responsibility to ensure that every student can undertake EMS in
a safe and respectful environment. VSC is therefore working to establish a study to
investigate the current extent and nature of the problem. The study will firstly seek
to identify if certain students are at greater risk and if certain placements represent
higher risk environments. Secondly, it will look at students’ experiences of, and
attitudes towards, reporting incidents to their school. The insights from this study will
then be used to determine necessary and appropriate actions to protect students.

The number of entrants to veterinary medicine courses who have declared a disability
in their application has increased significantly in recent years. Unfortunately, the
available data on this is rather crude — a disability is simply declared or not declared
—so it is not possible to draw firm conclusions as to the cause of this change. It would
be fair to assume, however, that this must be due either to an increased willingness

to disclose disabilities, or a real increase in the number of people with a disability
applying to study veterinary medicine, or perhaps more likely, a combination of the
two. While more specific data would allow a more confident answer to this question, it
is important to recognise that either answer would represent a positive step forward.

Regardless of the answer, more students with a declared disability means that it is
more important than ever to ensure that all students can thrive in their studies and
successfully complete their course. However, as currently constituted, the course
presents a significant challenge in this regard, particularly for those with certain
physical disabilities. The requirement under the current regulatory framework for
veterinary medicine graduates to be omnicompetent means that there is an extensive
list of ‘Day One Competences’ that students are assessed upon during their course.
These are a set of skills that students must be able to demonstrate on a range of
species, including large animals.

Day One Competences, therefore, currently represent a potentially insurmountable

www.vetschoolscouncil.ac.uk 30


https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/publications/rcvs-vsc-bame-student-support-working-group-report/rcvs-vsc-bame-student-support-working-group-report.pdf
https://bvajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/vetr.3883

barrier to people with certain physical disabilities who cannot perform these tasks.
Veterinary schools can and regularly do make reasonable adjustments to facilitate
more accessible and inclusive assessment of competences where required. However,
the lack of specificity in the competence standards (especially as compared to
similar standards in medical education) means that schools are sometimes caught

in an invidious position between the regulatory framework for accredited veterinary
degrees and their legal obligations under the Equality Act.

In the case of a person with a disability which affects their ability to perform certain
tasks, there is seldom a better judge of that person’s competence than themselves,
and in any case all members of the veterinary profession are required under
professional regulations to work to their level of competence in all situations. It is,
therefore, VSC’s position that there should be pathways to allow students who may be
fully competent in other areas of veterinary medicine, but perhaps not able to interact
clinically with a full range of species, to graduate and have a fulfilling career.

In the medium and long term, VSC will therefore continue to push for reforms to

the regulatory and statutory framework which include the introduction of focused
licensure. In the short term, VSC will work with the RCVS to achieve greater clarity on
permitted adjustments, seeking to ensure these are as inclusive as possible and in line
with veterinary schools’ legal obligations.

It is well reported that students at institutions across the higher education sector have
been acutely impacted by recent increases in the cost of living. Inflation has pushed
up the cost of accommodation, food, rent, travel and social activities. Meanwhile,
government grants for students are a distant memory and annual increases in student
loan entitlements have been lagging well behind inflation for several consecutive
years. Simply put, it is getting harder for students on all courses to keep up with

costs. The reintroduction of non-repayable grants for students from low-income
backgrounds, as well as the uprating of loan entitlements in line with the cost of living,
would go some way to easing this situation, as would lifting the prevention on access
to student finance for previous graduates studying veterinary medicine as a second
degree.

Alongside these now typical expenses for all students, those studying veterinary
students incur substantial additional costs as compared to other programmes. In June
2024, delegates at VSC’s annual EDI Student Conference highlighted the high cost

of mandatory items such as clothing, equipment and study materials as a particular
issue, and reported that veterinary schools sometimes expected them to meet these
costs with little notice. VSC will work with its members to ensure that information

on such costs is easily accessible to applicants, communicated to current students
well in advance of when the payment is due, and seek to provide financial assistance
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to students who need it. Providing such assistance is challenging in the current
funding environment, in which veterinary schools are required to subsidise the cost

of delivering the course, as VSC outlined recently to a parliamentary committee. VSC
therefore hopes that government will urgently bring forward a new funding settlement
that is fair for both veterinary students and veterinary schools.

The one cost that students raise most forcefully and consistently, however, is that
associated with extra-mural studies (EMS). Students undertaking a veterinary medicine
degree are currently required to complete 30 weeks of EMS placements, in addition to
other placements required as part of the curriculum. This is mandated by the RCVS via
accreditation standards and veterinary schools are therefore obligated to ensure their
students complete EMS as stipulated. In addition to the safeguarding issues identified
earlier in this report, EMS places a huge financial burden on all veterinary students,
but of this impacts most upon students from low-income backgrounds and those
without access to financial support from their families.

Research commissioned by VSC (see Annex) estimates the average cost to each
student of completing EMS over course of their programme to be a staggering
£17,000. Much of this cost results from lost earnings potential due to the inability to
work alongside veterinary studies. This stems from the unique status of EMS as an
essential requirement of the course but not part of the curriculum, which means that
placements are invariably completed outside of term time, when many students on
other courses would be able to earn money through work.

While the recent decision by the RCVS to reduce the total requirement from 38 weeks
to 30 weeks is welcome, it does not go nearly far enough in addressing the significant
financial impact of EMS on many veterinary students. Despite recent reforms, EMS
remains a major obstacle to ensuring equitable access to the veterinary medicine
course beyond admission. There are options for further reform to EMS that would
retain its benefits while massively reducing the financial burden and safeguarding risk
to students, and VSC will consult on these options and bring forward a proposal to the
RCVS in due course.

There has to date been no sector-wide interrogation of differential attainment

and completion rates in veterinary medicine. These are issues seen across higher
education, and the need to better understand the extent to which they feature in
veterinary medicine will become even more important if, as it is hoped, the student
body become more diverse. VSC will support schools to develop ways of understanding
and addressing their respective awarding gaps and establish a forum to share best
practice.
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e VSC will conduct a study to investigate the extent to which students with certain
characteristics experience unacceptable behaviour while on EMS placements,
whether some placement types are higher risk than others, and how students feel
about reporting incidents to their school. Insights from this study will be used to
bring forward necessary and appropriate interventions to protect students.

e VSC will work with the RCVS to establish principles on reasonable adjustments for
students with disabilities that maximise accessibility, allow schools to meet their
obligations under the Equality Act, and allow disabled students to make informed
choices when applying to study veterinary medicine.

e VSC will continue to lobby government for new veterinary legislation which allows
for focused licensure, working together with other stakeholders to emphasise the
urgent need for this.

e VSC will continue to press government to implement a fairer financial settlement
which reflects the increased costs of both attending and running a veterinary
school, including access to student finance for previous graduates studying
veterinary medicine as a second degree.

e VSC will work with its members to ensure that costs for mandatory course-related
items such as clothing, equipment and study materials are clearly communicated
well in advance, and that financial support is made available where possible for
students who need it.

e VSC will consult on options for further reform of EMS, and develop a proposal
aimed at reducing the financial burden on students and making the veterinary
medicine course accessible to greater range of people.

Annex: Report on Financial Implications of EMS for Students
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RCVS Survey of the Veterinary Profession Report (2019)

RCVS Facts 2022
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Appendices

Data Tables
UCAS Proportion by Ethnicity Group (%)
Cycle
Year Asian Black Mixed Other ethnic White
background not
stated
Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All
UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS
2018 4.3 12.3 1.1 8.0 3.9 4.6 0.7 1.9 90.0 73.2
2019 5.0 13.1 1.6 8.3 4.8 4.8 0.8 2.1 87.8 71.7
2020 5.6 13.5 1.7 8.7 4.2 5.0 1.0 2.2 87.5 70.7
2021 5.7 13.7 1.4 8.8 5.0 5.2 1.0 2.3 87.7 70.2
2022 6.0 14.5 1.4 9.2 5.5 5.6 1.4 2.6 85.7 68.1
2023 6.8 15.6 1.3 9.8 5.4 5.9 1.8 3.1 84.8 65.7
Table 1: Applicants by ethnicity (% of total distribution in that year)

UCAS Cycle Asian Black Mixed Other ethnic | White
Year background

not stated
2018 4.3 0.8 3.6 0.0 90.5
2019 3.7 1.0 4.7 0.3 89.9
2020 4.7 0.9 3.8 0.6 89.3
2021 5.1 0.6 4.4 0.3 88.9
2022 5.7 1.0 5.0 1.0 86.7
2023 6.6 0.9 5.4 1.3 85.2

Table 2: Offer holders by ethnicity (% of total distribution in that year)

UCAS Cycle Asian Black Mixed Other ethnic | White
Year background

not stated
2018 57.9 40.0 52.9 0.0 57.7
2019 44.0 37.5 58.3 25.0 61.1
2020 55.6 37.5 60.0 40.0 67.5
2021 48.5 25.0 48.3 16.7 55.1
2022 48.6 37.5 46.9 37.5 52.2
2023 55.3 42.9 56.7 40.0 56.8
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UCAS Proportion by Ethnicity Group (%)
Cycle
Year Asian Black Mixed Other ethnic White
background not
stated
Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All
UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS

2018 4.0 12 0.5 9 3.5 5 0.0 2 9.1 72
2019 3.9 13 1.3 9 4.8 5 0.0 2 90.0 70
2020 4.6 13 1.1 9 3.9 5 0.7 2 89.0 71
2021 4.8 14 0.4 9 4.1 5 0.4 2 89.6 70
2022 5.2 14 0.9 9 5.7 6 0.9 3 86.9 68
2023 6.2 16 0.5 10 3.5 6 0.0 3 91.5 65

Table 4: Proportion of acceptances by ethnicity (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)
UCAS Cycle Asian Black Mixed Other ethnic | White
Year background

not stated
2018 42.1 20.0 41.2 0.0 46.1
2019 36.0 37.5 45.8 0.0 47.1
2020 48.1 37.5 55.0 40.0 59.4
2021 39.4 12.5 37.9 16.7 47.4
2022 34.3 25.0 40.6 25.0 40.0
2023 39.5 28.6 43.3 20.0 43.6
Table 5: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per ethnic group
Proportion by POLAR4 Quintile (%)

Year Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All Vets All

UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS UCAS

2018 8.6 12.7 12.8 16.0 17.6 18.9 23.0 22.7 38.1 29.1
2019 8.8 12.8 134 15.9 18.2 19.0 22.7 22.6 36.9 29.6
2020 9.3 13.1 12.8 16.1 17.5 18.9 22.8 22.4 37.7 29.5
2021 9.4 13.1 12.2 16.1 19.1 19.0 23.5 22.4 35.9 294
2022 10.8 13.4 13.3 16.2 18.6 19.1 23.0 22.3 34.3 29.1
2023 9.4 1331 (133 16.3 18.6 18.9 22.3 22.0 36.4 29.5

Table 6: Applicants by POLAR4 Quintile (% of total distribution in that year)
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UCAS Proportion by POLAR4 Quintile (%)
Cycle
Year Ql Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
2018 5.9 12.2 16.1 24.4 41.3
2019 5.7 12.8 15.5 23.6 42.2
2020 7.5 11 16.7 23.6 41.2
2021 8.0 10.9 17.3 23.3 40.6
2022 8.3 11 18.3 22.6 39.9
2023 8.5 11.3 18.6 21.4 40.3
Table 7: Offer holders by POLAR4 Quintile (% of total distribution in that year)
UCAS POLAR Quintile
Cycle
Year Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
2018 39.5 54.4 52.6 60.8 62.1
2019 38.6 56.7 50.5 61.9 67.9
2020 53.3 56.5 62.4 67.6 71.6
2021 45.5 47.2 48.2 52.9 60.2
2022 39.7 42.3 50.5 50.4 59.7
2023 50.9 48.0 56.2 54.0 62.4
Table 8: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by POLAR4 Quintile
UCAS Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
Cycle
Year
2018 5.5 12.0 16.0 23.5 43.0
2019 5.6 10.8 15.2 24.2 44.2
2020 6.8 10.7 16.1 24.6 41.8
2021 8.2 9.7 164 23.5 42.2
2022 7.4 10.5 17.0 22.3 42.8
2023 7.9 10.8 17.8 21.6 41.9
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Table 9: Proportion of acceptances by POLAR4 quintile (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)
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UCAS POLAR Quintile

Cycle

Year Ql Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
2018 28.9% 42.1% 41.0% 46.1% 50.9%
2019 29.5% 37.3% 38.5% 49.6% 55.4%
2020 42.2% 48.4% 52.9% 62.2% 63.9%
2021 40.0% 36.1% 39.3% 45.7% 53.6%
2022 27.0% 30.8% 35.8% 37.8% 48.8%
2023 35.8% 34.7% 41.0% 41.3% 49.3%

Table 10: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per POLAR4 quintile

UCAS Cycle Year | Men Women
Vets All UCAS Vets All UCAS
2018 20.0% 41.85% 80.0% 58.14%
2019 20.0% 41.51% 80.0% 58.49%
2020 20.4% 40.84% 79.6% 59.16%
2021 18.7% 40.44% 81.3% 59.56%
2022 17.2% 41.24% 82.8% 58.76%
2023 19.8% 42.17% 80.2% 57.83%
Table 11: Applicants by gender (% of total distribution in that year)
UCAS Cycle Year | Men Women
2018 17.7 82.3
2019 18.9 81.1
2020 18.8 81.2
2021 17.5 82.5
2022 15.0 85.0
2023 19.2 80.8
Table 12: Offer holders by gender (% of total distribution in that year)
UCAS Cycle Year | Men Women
2018 50.6 58.9
2019 56.0 60.3
2020 60.6 66.9
2021 50.0 54.3
2022 44.6 52.8
2023 54.5 56.7

Table 13: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by gender
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UCAS Cycle Year | Men Women
2018 18.9 81.1
2019 20.1 79.9
2020 18.6 81.4
2021 17.8 82.2
2022 15.2 84.8
2023 19.5 80.5

Table 14: Acceptances by gender (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)

UCAS Cycle Year | Men Women
2018 42.7 45.9
2019 46.0 45.8
2020 52.5 58.9
2021 43.6 46.1
2022 34.7 40.2
2023 42.0 42.8

Table 15: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per gender

UCAS Cycle Year | Declared Disability No Declared Disability
2018 12.4 87.6
2019 12.6 87.4
2020 12.0 88.0
2021 134 86.6
2022 16.4 83.6
2023 21.1 78.9

Table 16: Applicants by disability declaration status (% of total distribution in that year)

UCAS Cycle Year | Declared Disability No Declared Disability
2018 10.6 89.4
2019 11.1 89.9
2020 11.0 89.0
2021 11.5 88.5
2022 15.3 84.7
2023 19.2 80.8

Table 17: Offer holders by disability declaration status (% of total distribution in that year
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UCAS Cycle Year | Declared Disability No Declared Disability
2018 49.1 58.4
2019 52.4 60.2
2020 60.3 66.5
2021 45.6 54.6
2022 47.9 52.0
2023 51.3 57.8

Table 18: Percentage of applicants who receive at least one offer by gender

UCAS Cycle Year | Declared Disability No Declared Disability
2018 10.0 90.0
2019 10.9 89.1
2020 11.1 88.9
2021 10.7 89.3
2022 14.3 85.7
2023 19.0 81.0

Table 19: Acceptances by disability declaration status (% of total distribution of acceptances that year)

UCAS Cycle Year | Declared Disability No Declared Disability
2018 36.4 46.5
2019 39.7 46.7
2020 53.4 58.3
2021 36.7 47.3
2022 34.4 40.2
2023 38.7 44.0

Table 20: Percentage of applicants accepting a place on a veterinary medicine course per disability declaration status

Methodology

Data was acquired from UCAS for the 2022 and 2023 veterinary admission cycles
and combined with previously held UCAS data covering the 2018 to 2021 veterinary
admission cycles. Data included several sociodemographic variables, such as gender,
ethnicity, disability and POLARA4.

Veterinary data was further compared with published UCAS end of cycle data covering
all applicants to courses recruited through UCAS. Availble at: www.ucas.com/data-and-
analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/

All analyses were conducted using R and Microsoft Excel. Descriptive methods
summarised data (rounded to the nearest 5) in terms of frequencies and percentages,
which were then presented in tables and graphs.
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