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LIFE AFTER SCHOOL 
One of the most exciting and challenging aspects of Sixth Form life is that it invariably marks a passing 

of the ages. You cease to be a passive student, and start to make your own decisions. You start to 

consider what you might want to do next, and how you might go about achieving that, and you 

consider what life will be like after you leave school.  

For some of you, this is a terrifying prospect – how will you cope in a new environment, with new 

people, when after all, you have been here for most of your life? For some of you, this is an exhilarating 

and delightful thought – you can’t wait to choose something different, and start defining your own 

choices.  

Whatever your perspective, it’s almost certain that you’re not alone.  

But at the outset, it’s important that you understand that this is not easy. You are making decisions 

that appear to have massive consequences. People start asking you tough questions, like “what do 

you want to do with the rest of your life?” while simultaneously telling you to tuck your shirt in. You 

are being asked to think about where you want to live, and what you want to do, and how you are 

going to get there. All of this can be scary, but it can also be amazing fun. Embrace the challenge, and 

you’ll enjoy the process. Shy away from it, and you won’t. No one is going to make decisions for you. 

What we will do – and this is a whole philosophy – is support and guide your decisions. There are lots 

of experts around you to help and guide – but you have to be prepared to talk about your challenges, 

your choices and your decisions. Have conversations – with peers, with teachers you trust, with 

subject experts, or with your parents. Make your decisions confidently, with the weight of our support 

behind you.  

During this week of detailed preparation, during the summer, during September 

and the application stages, right up to the moment at which you accept your 

chosen universities – we’ll be right with you. 

This booklet forms part of a set of resources designed to give you confidence in making your decisions. 

Use it, talk about it, keep it as a reference and review point for some of the key areas that you need! 

DJP 
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What is our process? 
Attempting to summarise the entire post-school pathway in a single document is never going to be 

easy. Resources are available for all aspects of your choices, including specialist help and expertise for 

various choices you might make.  

Broadly, however, this is the sort of timeframe you are working towards: 

Summer Term Start your UCAS Apply administrative details. You’ll need to know your current status and 
your GCSE results. 
Consider attending some Open Days – what places might you like to visit? Where is worth 
looking at? 
Start to define your choices, start to consider your subject options more carefully 
Have a starting draft to your personal statement, and be ready to have conversations with 
your tutors about it. 
Have a task list of work for the summer that will support and enhance your application. 
 
 

Summer Preparation work to support your applications. This might involve work experience, 
internships, or reading and research. You may also like to visit some of the universities 
informally – you don’t have to go to a formal Open Day to get a sense of what a place is 
like to live in. 
 

15 October  Deadline for early entry candidates (Medicine, Dentistry, Vet Science, applicants to Oxford 
or Cambridge). School will want these applications at least a week before! 
 

Late October Potential Deadline for UCAS Applications. This is our best window of opportunity to get 
good quality candidates out in to the universities and maximise your chances. 
 

October-Dec  For some of you, this will be an opportunity to just wait for offers to come in. For others, 
this will be a time of additional preparation – perhaps for subject specific tests, or for 
interviews in key subjects. Further details of this preparation, and what we will offer in 
support will be provided in Michaelmas 2016, when we know how many candidates we 
are working with! 
 

March  You should have a series of offers, and will now need to make a decision between your 
“firm” choice and your “insurance” choice. This decision constitutes a binding contract 
between you and the relevant universities, so does require and need careful thought! Now 
you can focus on getting the grades you need to go where you want!  
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Where do you get help? 
There are a wide range of resources that students can use to help them make decisions and find out 

information about universities and their future pathways. Here are our key recommendations: 

School: 

 

Sixth Form Team Your first port of call for advice and guidance, the Sixth Form 
Team and senior leaders in School have a lot of experience in 
UCAS applications and delivery of successful applications. Ask 
questions, have conversations and discuss your way to better 
decisions! 
 

Your Form Tutor Your Form Tutor will be your first port of call for the UCAS 
Apply service and the basic application details. They will also 
help to write your reference for School, and are likely to offer 
support in writing your personal statement. But you can also 
just talk to them as a sounding board for general decisions – 
they’ll help you narrow down choices, or give you a 
perspective on the decisions you’re trying to make. 
 

Subject Teachers  Subject teachers have the experience of having done at least 
a degree in their chosen discipline, and are the best people to 
talk to about specific queries. If you don’t know what kind of 
units the degree offers, or aren’t sure what particular 
combination of units would be best, they are great. Each 
Department has also identified a contact who is best placed to 
give specialist university advice – this will include help with 
preparation, reading and personal statements.  
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Online Resources: 

 

UCAS www.ucas.com 
Still the cornerstone of applications due to its position as the 
broker for applicants, this website is nonetheless packed with 
excellent features. Search for courses, find interesting options 
and ideas, and ultimately, apply here. 
 

Guardian League Tables The Guardian’s league tables help you to rank universities by 
subject – and looks at quality of life and experience indicators 
as much as academic reputation. Good to find interesting 
alternatives to known quantities, and excellent if you know 
what you want to study. Be prepared for surprises. 
 

Which? University Guide http://university.which.co.uk/ 
Like the famous product guides, this offers a handy and 
effective search and comparison tool.  
 

Open Days There are some excellent websites that summarise all of the 
university open days available. One of the best is accessible at 
http://www.opendays.com/ which offers calendars, links and 
plenty of advice on how to make the most of open days.  
 

University Websites Individual universities, and subjects, will all have websites 
aimed at helping undergraduate admissions. If you want to 
know what kind of facilities, units, structures and exams you 
will face, this is the kind of depth that you’ll need to go to find 
out! You will also find contact details for Admissions Tutors 
here – they’re an invaluable resource if you’re stuck! 
 

Twitter Feeds Many of the interesting providers – universities, schools and 
departments – together with the big commercial enterprises 
like UCAS will have their own Twitter feed. This can be an easy 
way to keep up to date with changes and interesting 
opportunities in a friendly social media format. Use it as you 
want – it can be anything or nothing.  
 

 

There are also plenty of commercial organisations who will offer consulting, counselling or bespoke 

services. Be very wary of these – they’ll charge you a lot of money for something that you can get in 

School much more effectively. In some cases, they’ll also offer things that are borderline illegal – 

writing and coaching on a personal statement that generates phrases that will get caught by UCAS’ 

plagiarism software. Steer clear – talk to your teachers! 

  

http://www.ucas.com/
http://university.which.co.uk/
http://www.opendays.com/
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Other Options: 

 

Who do you know…? Have you got an older sibling doing something at a particular 
university? Would they recommend it? What advice would 
they give you, and could you go see them? Do you know 
people from last year’s Sixth Form who you could talk to? You 
have a massive network of personal contacts who have recent 
and direct university experience – make sure you make the 
most of it!  
 

Pick up the phone… 
Send an email… 

Universities, and subject departments, at universities all have 
an Admissions Tutor (or similar job title). Their job is to run 
admissions – from enquiries, through to decision making and 
interview support. Their details should be on the University 
website, and you should always be able to call them and ask 
for their advice. Remember to be polite and refer to their 
academic title – it matters quite a lot in the university world! 
 

Get in the car/train… As we’ll explore later, when you’re deciding where you want 
to live, and what kind of lifestyle you want to have, there’s 
little substitute for a visit. There are a range of resources that 
help you find official Open Days, but you don’t need that in 
order to take a day trip up to a new town or different place to 
get a feel for it. You are limited to taking two days out of school 
during this term – but there’s no limit on weekends or summer 
term visits and trips! 

 

Whatever you want to find out, there’s a really great selection of resources out there to help you make 

your decisions. It’s going to need careful consideration, and plenty of research – be prepared to spend 

time on things that don’t necessarily turn out perfect first time! 

Let’s start thinking about your options.  
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WHAT COULD YOU DO NEXT? 
Stop. Before we start thinking about what might happen next, we have to remember two things. First, 

you’re in a competitive academic environment. Second, you are in charge of your choices. These things 

can lead to tension – so let’s be clear from the beginning. 

Many people around you – peers, friends at school and elsewhere, and maybe even your parents – 

will presume that you are going to University after you leave School. Many young people do. 400 000 

young people started a degree last year, up about 4% from the previous year. Despite the headline 

figures of student debt and difficulty, it’s still a popular choice. But many people regard it as a “rite of 

passage” – something you do to help you grow up – rather than something that they want to do for 

genuine academic reasons.  

And it may not be for you. You might want to follow your career goals in a different direction – there 

are thousands of careers and jobs that actively don’t want degree educated students, and would 

prefer that you had other skills first. You need to know that there are options, and they are worth 

considering before you dive in.  

University 
It’s almost an expectation that University follows schooling in the UK these days, but the reality of 

university life might not meet your expectations. Forget the dreams of amazing parties, socialising and 

dancing the night away in the Student Union. University can be boring, lonely and dull.  

Your work will be fairly independent, and pretty hard. There will be lectures, and classes – in different 

amounts depending on what you’re studying – but most of your work will be you reading in the library, 

and working on projects, assignments and essays. You’ll see a tutor maybe once or twice a week at 

most; and most lecturers won’t know who you are. If you need close support and to always be told 

what to do, university will be a challenge. 

The much famed social life is also expensive. With student fees, accommodation costs, and the simple 

costs of eating food that isn’t ramen noodles, you can be looking at bills of over £15k per year if you 

don’t do anything silly. Going out to nightclubs once a week? Forget it – a cheap bottle of plonk and 

your kitchen is more likely. You need to think about whether it’s worth it for you – what will you get 

out of this, and what do you need to put in? 

Most people apply to university to read for an “honours” degree. During the time leading up to the 

award of a degree, you will be known as an undergraduate. Most university courses are three years 

in length. You will study a mix of units, styles and modules. Some universities assess you in each year, 

some leave it all until the end. Some subjects have practical work, fieldwork and dissertations, some 

have only written exams. Each subject will be different.  

At the end of the course, subject to your success in the assessments, you graduate (verb) to become 

a graduate (noun). Your assessments are graded – from First Class Honours, through to Second Class 

Honours and Third Class Honours. Most universities split the Second Class Honours in to Upper and 

Lower Second; commonly abbreviated to 2.i and 2.ii. Anything lower than that is either a “Pass” 

degree, but you can fail a degree course.  
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Depending on the subject of your degree, you graduate with honours in a specific named field. Most 

degrees are either “Arts” (you hold a Bachelor of Arts honours (BA Hons) degree), or “Sciences” (you 

hold a Bachelor of Science honours (BSc) degree). There are plenty of odd and quirky titles – and you 

will discover them in your research. For employers, the wider world and life in general, most of the 

differences are small – but it can seem huge when you’re applying, and really important on graduation 

day when you’re trying to wear the correct hood and gown! 

Any further study is known as postgraduate study, and almost always includes a significant personal 

research component. They were originally designed to be qualifications to teach and be researchers, 

so have odd connections to “Philosophy” in Latin derivations. This can include Masters’ degrees (MA, 

MSc, MPhil), or doctoral degrees (DPhil at Oxford and Cambridge, PhD at other universities).  

Done right, it can be amazing. You can meet new people, change your world and theirs, and make 

lifelong friendships, relationship and adventures. But you have to know what you’re getting in to! 

Gap Year opportunities 
Like university, the “gap year” can also become a bit of a rite of passage. Slopping around the 

Australian West Coast, or beach holidays in South East Asia are clichés only because so many students 

still choose to do them. Do you need to “find yourself” in a lonely goat sanctuary in Tibet, or could you 

just get straight in to your next steps?  

You need to know that your gap year is going to work for you. Some people use them as a chance to 

earn enough money to pay for university. Some people use them as a chance to travel and see bits of 

the world before they “settle down” in a job. Some people – often at cost – buy experience that is 

invaluable to their future career – helping to conserve the rainforest, or the coral reef as part of a 

bioscience project, or working to teach young children in Tanzania. Some people do them because 

they can’t make up their mind yet, and they want to buy time. All of them can be valid reasons. 

There are two ways of doing a gap year. The first is called “deferred entry”. In essence, you apply to 

university this year, on our time scale, and with all that we offer your year group. All you do is tell the 

university that you want to start a year later – what they call “deferring” to the next academic year. 

This is the simplest way of doing a gap year. 

The second is to take a year off. You’d do your application to universities a year later, almost by 

yourself at home. This is unquestionably harder to do. The advantage, though, is that you already 

know your grades. You don’t have to worry about predictions, and what you can make of them. You 

can apply exactly where you want to, and universities are more likely to take you if they already know 

your grades. There is more confidence for them in what they are getting.  

Whichever option you choose, you need to let your school know early if this is what you’re thinking. 

There are a whole range of providers, resources and courses that will give you advice and guidance if 

you want it. 
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Alternative Academic Routes 
Some courses and subjects need an element of practical training and skill development that is not 

expected to be covered as part of an A Level. Fine Art degrees, for example, sometimes want you to 

do a Foundation year – a course that’s half way between A Level and university and gives you a wider 

grounding in skills. Check carefully if you want to do a course that has this kind of requirement – do 

you have to apply separately, or is it part of the academic package that you apply for with the 

university? 

You may want to study a vocational or practical course – something that has a part-academic and part-

skill based approach. There are aircraft engineering courses run out of Heathrow and nearby schools, 

for instance, for those who want to learn more about aviation work without doing a full degree. Do 

these sound interesting to you? If so, you need to research them carefully and learn more! 

Get to work! 
You may feel that going directly in to the world of employment is your best option. There are some 

career paths where employers now actively encourage this too – they feel that they’d rather have you, 

and let you start training and earning money straight away, rather than spending an additional three 

to four years getting a degree. In some cases, this can be the right choice – but do keep the bigger 

picture in mind. You might get your first job like that, but will you always be employable? Make sure 

you don’t close doors now that you will regret later.  

Learn to work – Apprenticeships 
Many highly skilled jobs and trades would prefer that you part-learn and part-work in order to develop 

both practical and theoretical skills. Engineering can be done as a degree, but an apprenticeship can 

give you far more hands on experience in learning the same components. If you hate the idea of 

classrooms, lectures and reading, and would rather be hands-on straight away, then perhaps an 

apprenticeship could be the route that you want to take? 

Your Choice: Your Conversations: 
Ultimately, the direction you choose to take should be yours – made with effective information, good 

ideas, and a solid background of research and conversations that help you to be confident about what 

you are choosing. 

Make it an active decision – don’t sleep walk in to a course because you can’t be bothered to do the 

research; you don’t know how to decide, or your friends are doing something similar. You have to be 

in control of this, and be confident that it is what you want to do right now. Without that decisiveness, 

the rest of the application process will ultimately fall apart.  

So, do you know which path you want to follow? Let’s think about where you go.  
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WHERE CAN YOU GO? 
Getting an offer from a university is a difficult process. It is a combination of your decisions, and the 

constraints you have to work with. The more decisive you are, the easier you will find it to identify 

where you would like to apply for. The better your profile, and the smarter your application is, the 

higher your chances of a successful offer. Let’s unpick both of those components. 

You have many questions that you will need to be able to answer before you can apply for a course, 

including, but not limited to: 

• What do you want to study? 

• Where do you want to study? What if that’s overseas? 

• What do you need to know about the course? 

• How will you fund your studies?  

Once you have made these kinds of decisions, it’s critical to understand that you are entering in to a 

market place. Like any market, there are buyers, sellers and products at a price. Even though it doesn’t 

feel like it, you are a seller in this market.  

What you can offer the university is made up of: 

• Your academic performance. This is most obviously assessed through your GCSE and AS 

grades (showing past performance) and your predicted A2 grade (showing your potential). It 

will also be shown by the reference that the School writes for you.  

• Your intellectual potential, not linked to subject. For some universities, this is assessed 

through skills tests, interviews or exercises. Most universities do not do this.  

• Your academic interest and commitment to studying. Universities want good students. 

Anything else is a bonus. So you need to show them your commitments and talents – this is 

mostly done through your personal statement, but can occasionally be assessed at interview. 

The product is the degree course you want to study, and the aim is to be made an offer of a place. The 

university acts as the buyer – they have lots of candidates who they can take applications from. If you 

are applying before your results, this offer is conditional obtaining the grades you are asked to. This 

is the price. The conditional offer is a function of: 

• How hard the course is. If you want to do rocket science, you’ll probably need three As or 

higher. If you want to do Brewing and Distilling (C980, Heriot-Watt University) or Applied Golf 

Management (N290, University of Birmingham BSc), then you might not need so great a score.  

• How popular the course is. This sounds unusual, but the reality is that if more people apply 

for a particular course (or a particular university), the offers they make will go up because they 

have lots more people to choose from. Exeter is ten places below Glasgow in the league tables 

for Geography – but asks for a much higher grade. This is solely a popularity contest. Be 

prepared to consider less trendy options, or joint honours to lower the offer. Some 

universities will tell you applicants: places ratio, others won’t. Do some digging.  

• How much they want you to study there. If you have other skills and attributes (maybe you’re 

a county rugby player, and they have a strong team), or you are the next Nobel laureate in 

waiting, they may make a personal offer to you that’s lower than expectations.  It is also worth 
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asking about scholarships, and whether other elements are available. Even in UK universities, 

these kinds of offers might matter. 

You should, however, recognise the limits of this marketing scenario. You might want to go to Exeter 

to read Geography, but if your predicted grades are not high enough to meet the popularity of the 

course, then you may have to look elsewhere or reconsider your priorities.  

The top universities for individual subjects might not be the same as the top universities as an overall 

reputation. You need to know more than the broad brush strokes.  Many independent schools will 

point students towards the “safe” universities – those with broad parental approval, in major cities 

that people know. Sometimes, they refer to the Russell Group, which is a collection of some of the 

older universities. Given the age of the buildings, they can also be known as “red bricks”. These are 

the more established institutions – but that comes with a down side of popularity. They are more 

oversubscribed, and tend to offer higher grades as a result.  

Knowing this from the beginning helps you to secure the real world offer that’s right for you. With 

effective and targeted research, you can actually get to the university you want, to study the course 

you want, and make the most of the opportunity.  

  



14 
 

What do you want to study? 
Deciding what you want to study is another difficult question. There are generally three good reasons 

to pick a particular course: 

1. Vocational: you want to pursue a particular career, and this degree course is the only (or best) 

route in to doing so. For example, if you want to be a dentist, you need to read a degree in 

dentistry. Some degrees can appear to be vocational, but in reality, they are not always tied 

to specific careers. Not all lawyers have a law degree – there are different, and sometimes 

preferred routes in to that career, for example. This is a strong reason to pick a degree; but 

you’ll need to show evidence of your commitment to that career path.  

 

2. Subject strengths from A Level: you know that you love a particular subject that you have 

studied at A level, and you can’t wait to continue doing it at university and well beyond. Even 

if you couldn’t get a degree in it, you’d still be reading and enjoying that subject. This is an 

excellent choice for the universities – they love people who love their subject. Just be careful 

to think about what it might lead to afterwards. You may well end up being the world’s leading 

expert on runic arrays in ancient Norse, but what can you do with that afterwards? 

 

3. Decision to choose a new route based on strength and career progression. This is a sort of 

‘half way house’ between the two routes – where you don’t really know exactly what career 

you want, but are happy to continue working on something that you are quite strong in from 

your Sixth Form studies. Be careful that you don’t just ‘drift’ in to something by accident; you 

need to be consciously making decision about what and where you study.  

You may also like to think about what the degree course can teach you in terms of transferable skills, 

rather than just content. What do you want to be able to do in the future; or what are you strong at 

right now? Do you want to do a subject that makes you highly literate and really good at constructing 

arguments, or do you prefer working in a laboratory on experimental hypotheses? Somewhere in 

between? Thinking about the skills that you can gain helps you to focus on your course research, and 

identify the kinds of things that you might want to get out of the degree.  

There are, of course, some terrible reasons to pick a university course. These can include a careful 

analysis of the male: female ratio between students, thinking that it seems easy or obvious, or just 

doing it because your friends are. Most people are sensible to avoid these options.  

The most challenging discussion comes if you and your family have differing expectations of what you 

should study, or where you should go. Often, these are simply communication issues; parents are 

referring to previous conversations, or childhood expectations that you might have grown out of, and 

simply not told them. In other cases, the conversation is more difficult, and you will have to be 

confident in making your own decision and explaining them carefully to people. School support is 

available to have these kinds of conversations, and to review what is best for you and your future 

planning.  
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Subject Choices Thoughts: 

Fill in these ideas as a working document. Don’t worry what other people write, or what might change 

– let’s get a starting point! 

1. What A Level Subjects are you currently studying? Do you enjoy any (all?) of them? 

 

 

 

2. What interests or hobbies do you have that might shape what you want to do? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What kinds of skills do you enjoy working on? What might you want to be able to do? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you know what you’d like to do in the future? Does it need a degree? What? 
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Where do you want to study? 
As well as the academic merits of a course, degree and strengths, you also need to consider what your 

life will be like for the duration of your course. A lot of this will be governed by where you go, and 

what kind of place you are interested in spending time with.  

You need to be confident on the place – prospectus information, websites, pictures and personal 

conversations will only get you so far. To be really confident, you should try and get a university visit 

in place. You don’t have to have it as a formal Open Day; a weekend spent in the city will give you a 

good feel for the kind of life that you want to have, and what facilities and resources will be there for 

you.  

There are many things to review. Consider each of these elements, and how important they are for 

you. You can then use it to check off your proposed university locations! 

Factor 
How important is…. 

Low 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 High 

Academic reputation of the 
university? 

          

Academic reputation of the 
Department or Subject? 

          

Your choice of course and 
specific units? 

          

You are part of a ‘campus’ 
university? 

          

You are near a big city?           

You are in London?           

You are in an attractive 
country area? 

          

You have on site sports 
facilities? 

          

You have access to sports 
competitions and teams? 

          

You have access to library 
options and resources? 

          

You have access to high 
speed internet easily? 

          

You have student halls or 
university accommodation? 

          

You get private rented 
accommodation? 

          

You save money?           

You have access to social 
facilities for students only? 

          

You have access to a wider 
range of social facilities? 

          

You have access to hobby 
facilities (e.g. water sports) 
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How competitive do you want to be? 

It is an inevitable truth that some universities are more well-known than others. In some cases, this 

popularity and reputation is based upon myth and legend, but in some cases the reputations are based 

on key differentiators that do actually make studying at the institution a different experience. If you 

are competitive, then you need to know the reality of that application, and what makes them special.  

Much of the attention in the United Kingdom is directed at “Oxbridge” – a portmanteau of Oxford and 

Cambridge. While it is true that these universities are amongst the oldest in the country, and among 

the most well-known globally, they are not the be all and end all of competitive universities. Many of 

the London universities are now pushing for high global rankings; with Imperial particularly strong on 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths, and the London School of Economics having an 

incredible reputation in economics and related disciplines. Durham and York offer a similar tutorial 

system to Oxbridge, while St. Andrew’s lays claim to a similar history and heritage. For simplicity, we’ll 

refer to “Oxbridge” for the next paragraphs – but understand that the competitive pool is wider than 

that! 

Why apply to Oxford and Cambridge? 

There are considerable disadvantages to an Oxbridge application. Entry is increasingly competitive and 

ruthless. Several thousand candidates with a clutch of A* grades are unsuccessful each year at each 

university.  

If you are determined to do a particular subject, it is worth recognising that Oxford and Cambridge et 

al are not necessarily the best places to get that education. Most Russell Group universities offer 

similar quality of teaching, lecturing and research (if not better), and are far more specialised in 

particular disciplines.  

Extra-curricular achievements count for very little in selection; academic merit is virtually the sole 

criterion for success. There is a significant extra workload involved in preparing an application, which 

if poorly managed, can have negative impact on A Level grades. Application forms only get you to 

interviews – a challenging and unfamiliar test. What is more, unsuccessful interviews (a fairly frequent 

outcome) can be demoralising at a critical time of year for students. 

Should you make it, the challenge is immense. You will be surrounded by lots of bright, multi-talented 

people who are among the top in the country. It will be hard work to keep up – and the pace set by 

the teaching style is intense. A typical Russell Group university student will prepare maybe 5x 2000 

word essays per 12-14 week “semester”. A typical Oxford or Cambridge Geography student can write 

10x 3000 word essays per 8-week term. This is a lot of work. 

So why do people persist in choosing Oxford and Cambridge? 

• (Academic) Reputation: Oxford, Cambridge and Imperial are among the world’s most famous 

and prestigious universities with long traditions of excellence in teaching and research. In all 

global university rankings, they always feature near to the top of the list. Lots of universities 

talk about being ‘world class’. In this case, it is true.  

• The School System: Whilst offering all the benefits of a large international university, the 

school system at Oxford, Cambridge, Durham and York means that you can also live within a 

small community of students studying a wide range of subjects. Your school also gives you 
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close contact with a tutor in your subject who will guide your learning, get to know you very 

well and be in a position to keep a close eye on you. Schools give you a “family” feel, rather 

than being thrown in to a much larger cohort of students across the university.  

• Quality of teaching and research: Studying at competitive institutions gives you the 

opportunity to come into contact with some of the leading researchers in your chosen subject 

and teachers of high ability. They will, of course, also offer you the range of teaching methods 

and research available at other universities: lectures, laboratory facilities, excellent university 

and department libraries. Many of these are similar to other Russell Group universities.  

• The tutorial system: On top of your Department lectures, your school will offer you regular 

small group teaching sessions (known as tutorials at Oxford and Durham, and supervisions at 

Cambridge). You will typically have at least one per week. A typical tutorial centres round an 

essay or exercise which you will have submitted to your tutor beforehand and which will give 

a focus to a discussion with your tutor and, perhaps, one or two other students. Your work, 

your thought processes, your ideas and reading are on display for an hour at a time. It offers 

no place to hide. Tutorials are the principal difference between the learning at Oxford, 

Cambridge and Durham, and almost everywhere else. Few other universities have the 

resources to support such a system on the scale required and rely more on a larger work group 

(e.g. seminars and lectures). 

• The students you work with: The student body at these institutions includes people from a 

wide range of backgrounds both in this country and abroad. You will be amongst students who 

share your commitment and enthusiasm for your subject and who match (and usually) exceed 

your academic ability. This makes for a very stimulating and exciting mixture of people. In 

single-mindedly seeking out the very best minds to educate, they are nevertheless very much 

more aware of the value that comes from a truly cosmopolitan intake. 

• Career Prospects: There can be no doubt that a degree from a top university will give you an 

advantage in most career areas. It makes you highly employable. Many of the large employers 

start recruiting from Oxbridge first. If you have high ambitions, your first degree still plays a 

crucial role in elite recruitment, identifying many of those of ability who will find themselves 

in high status positions in politics, business, the media, and the arts. 

In most cases, the reality is that people choose “Oxford” or “Cambridge” first, rather than their subject. 
The advantages for are not subject specific – there are few unique qualities about the Departments in 
either university, and few special courses that only Oxbridge students get to do.  

Should I apply? Is it worth it? 

There is, of course, no guaranteed route to success when applying to these highly competitive 

universities. Such is the fierce nature of the competition that plenty of talented students will not be 

awarded an offer or a place. This needs to be understood at the outset of the application process. You 

are now competing against the best of the best.  

Do not define yourself by this application. It should be one of your (four or) five – with slightly different 

preparation requirements, yes – but nonetheless one of your options for study and interest. All are 

exciting places at which to study, but the content of their courses and the pressure of the demands 

placed upon students there is not suitable for all. The short academic terms and the volume of study 

that has to be undertaken mean that academic expectations are extraordinarily high: hopeful 

applicants need to be prepared for this and they need to be sure that the nature and style of the 
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Oxbridge course is indeed what they are looking for; otherwise, they are unlikely to thrive in such an 

environment.  

The reality is that those who will succeed in gaining an Oxbridge place are likely to have been operating 

at a very high academic level for some years already. Achieving success in university selection is not 

like turning on a tap: the students that will be selected are by nature and habit intellectually curious, 

will have read and/or researched voraciously throughout their school career and will have developed 

deep passions and enquiries for specialised areas of their chosen subject. When so many applicants 

with a fine array of GCSE and A Level results do not get selected, it is no surprise to hear regularly from 

Oxbridge admissions tutors that those who did make the grade were the ones who best demonstrated 

“super-curricular” interest and achievement over a considerable period. You should aim to “show” 

them these qualities by virtue of what you have done, rather than merely tell them in your personal 

statement.  

Prospective applicants should do much more by way of research than simply read this guide: they 

should talk to recent students (or friends and siblings) who succeeded in achieving an Oxbridge place; 

they should seek out teachers who went to there; they should attend relevant open days and ask key 

questions when they visit. The School has lots of people who can help shape your application and 

support your work in developing this area of your Year 13 process! 

However, above all, they should understand from the start that it is their application. They have to 

want it, to work at it, to be prepared to take advice, criticism and guidance from many people, and to 

do all this at the same time as starting A2 courses and having a life. It is a tough ride until the 

applications get submitted – but it can be worth it!  
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What if you want to study abroad? 

Studying overseas can be an amazing and exciting way to change your university experience. You may 

dream of studying in the United States, or perhaps spending three years in the Netherlands studying 

at a Dutch university in English. But studying abroad is not the same as studying in the UK – there is a 

lot of information, timing differences and understanding that you need to have.  

A broad overview is provided here, but for more information, you need to get specialist help and 

advice.  

Studying in North America: 

The North American university system – including Canada – is different to that of the UK. For some 

people, there are considerable attractions, including: 

• Quality and reputation of the US universities: both in terms of the academic programme, and 

in terms of transferring to the world of work.  

• Liberal arts and teaching focus: most UK universities expect you to focus on your own studies 

in a single subject, whereas American universities offer a wider spectrum and often more 

teaching contact time. It is almost like the ability to continue A level studies, but obtain a 

degree for it! 

• Funding and costs are a double edged sword. Yes, tuition fees and accommodation costs can 

appear to be eye wateringly expensive. However, because American universities have always 

been fee paying, there is a culture of scholarships and support that can often mean that you 

don’t spend as much as you would to go to a UK university.  

• Cultural experience: it’s not quite like the movies, but studying in North America certainly 

does offer a different way of life. Whether it’s campus life, community life, pledge houses or 

intra mural sports, there are a huge range of different experiences that you can have across 

the pond.  

Like studying in the UK, there are a lot of options and research questions that you’ll need to answer. 

Picking courses, locations and degree offers is made more complex by the prospect of moving 

internationally, securing funding and student visas. You need to be informed, and prepared to work 

hard.  

Further references: 

• http://www.fulbright.org.uk/study-in-the-usa 

• The Fulbright Commission also run an Open Day for USA School Applicants:  

o http://www.fulbright.org.uk/news-events/usa-study-events/usa-school-day  

• https://www.prospects.ac.uk/postgraduate-study/study-abroad/study-in-the-usa 

• www.schoolboard.org 

 

 

http://www.fulbright.org.uk/study-in-the-usa
http://www.fulbright.org.uk/news-events/usa-study-events/usa-college-day
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/postgraduate-study/study-abroad/study-in-the-usa
http://www.collegeboard.org/
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Studying in Europe: 

With increasing tuition costs in UK universities, European universities offer a quality alternative that 

can sometimes be cheaper. With low travel costs possible, you might be tempted to do a degree in 

Europe instead. What are the attractions? 

• Programmes are taught in English: Students can study degree programmes in a full range of 

subjects through English. The lectures are English, books are in English, projects are in English 

and all of your classmates ….. wherever they come from …… are fluent in English. In addition, 

the young people of Europe are fluent of English is most cities [especially in Northern Europe] 

• Places are available: Universities are actively seeking UK and Irish students. Places are 

available on degrees, in a wide range of disciplines:, including Health Sciences, Arts & 

Humanities, Life Sciences, Social Sciences, Engineering & IT and Business. 

• Realistic Entry requirements: Entry requirements are invariably lower, often significantly, 

than those being set by Irish and UK universities. This is not a reflection of quality. It is a simply 

an indicator that, in Ireland and the UK, our third-level education system is under pressure, as 

more and more students chase a small number of places in our universities. 

• Free or Low Fees: The cost of attending many universities is often much lower than registering 

for an equivalent programme in Ireland or the UK. There are no fees for UK and Irish students 

studying in the four Scandinavian countries. In the state-sector universities in Austria, 

Germany and Switzerland, fees are below €1500 pa and, in the Netherlands, fees are just over 

€1900 pa. Fees are also low in Italy. In addition, where there are fees, some countries offer 

Tuition Fee Loans. Other countries, subject to conditions, offer loans or grants to contribute 

to living expenses 

• Quality of the education: Of course, this is what it is all about. Even with all the other 

advantages, you need to be sure that, by studying abroad, you will be receiving an education 

that is of good quality. Reassuringly, these programmes are offered by some of Europe’s 

leading Research Universities as well as some excellent Universities of Applied Sciences and 

University Schools, which are career-oriented institutions 

• The experience: Going to university, whether at home or abroad, isn’t just about studying. By 

studying in another country, you will have a fantastic opportunity to experience a different 

culture and lifestyle. If you are independent-minded, with a sense of adventure and a bit of 

initiative, studying abroad is a life-changing experience. 

• Create a Unique Selling Point: Studying for your undergraduate programme abroad will 

ensure your CV is unique. In a global employment market, employers are increasingly looking 

for key personnel with international perspectives, experience and networks. 

Source: www.eunicas.co.uk 

Of course, there are plenty of downsides too – and it can be a daunting idea to consider how you’d 

deal with health care, travel requirements, finding accommodation or similar big life changes. As ever, 

you need to make your decisions with confidence – do the reading and research to support your early 

ideas.  
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Further Research: 

• http://www.studyineurope.eu/in-english  

• http://www.eunicas.co.uk/ 

• http://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/international/studying-overseas/  

 

The Application Process: Do Your Research! 

If you are intrigued by the prospect of studying overseas, then you are going to have to do your 

research. Finding out about the courses, content and university options will only be part of what you 

need to know. Visas, funding and status information will be a critical component of research  

You also need to recognise that the application itself is going to take a lot of hard work. You won’t be 

applying through UCAS, and each university and country has considerably different requirements and 

needs. You’ll need to set aside plenty of time to prepare the application, perhaps also sitting additional 

tests in different locations away from school.  

You can do overseas applications in addition to a UK “back up” plan, and although it is hard work, 

we’d recommend having some part of your work focused on options here in the UK just in case. Once 

you get started on this, talk to us for more information about how we can best support your 

applications.    

http://www.studyineurope.eu/in-english
http://www.eunicas.co.uk/
http://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/international/studying-overseas/
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Location Thoughts & Worksheet: 

Do you want to be in London? 

 

 

 

 

What are your key priorities for location? Which of these would you be prepared to compromise on? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you consider studying overseas? What would you need to know before you could consider it?  
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How do you find out more? 
You are not expected to just know everything that there is about each course. Part of your decision 

making process should involve a series of research steps in to your different options and ideas. You 

should be prepared to spend plenty of time using effective search tools, and finding out more about 

the options that you have.  

At each stage, you can expect to generate questions, perhaps narrow down some answers, and keep 

having a conversation about what you discover. It’s best if you keep some kind of research document 

– notes, worksheets, interesting links and options. You can work in Word, PowerPoint or various 

elements as you wish – some people prefer to keep notes in hard copy, or have an exercise book full 

of their scribblings. However you do it, it’s important that you keep records of what you’ve looked at, 

what you’ve found, and where you’ve got up to. It will help you to shape your thoughts, and is 

invaluable in supporting conversations with helpers later! 

Your research takes the form of different steps: 

 

1
• Subject Guides – general ideas about what you 

might do following our A Level pathways

2
• Course Searches – trying to find the right kind of 

degree course for you

3

• University Websites & Prospectus – trying to find 
course details, and the specifics of places, offers 
and likely content

4
• University Visit & Open Days – helping you 

understand the places and facilities personally

5
• Making your choices
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Course Research Approaches and Resources 
Once you have some kind of idea about what you might want to study, and where, you need to 

establish what courses and degrees might match your needs. This is almost certainly going to be an 

involved and extensive process, and keeping notes of what you have found – even if it’s something 

that you later reject or don’t follow up – is important.  

Use the websites below, and some of the booklet space here to keep initial track of your thoughts – 

but your own notes will invariably be more extensive and in your own filing system! 

Website Resources: 

UCAS www.ucas.com 
Still the cornerstone of applications due to its position as the 
broker for applicants, this website is nonetheless packed with 
excellent features. Search for courses, find interesting options 
and ideas, and ultimately, apply here. 
 

Guardian League Tables The Guardian’s league tables help you to rank universities by 
subject – and looks at quality of life and experience indicators 
as much as academic reputation. Good to find interesting 
alternatives to known quantities, and excellent if you know 
what you want to study. Be prepared for surprises. 
 

Which? University Guide http://university.which.co.uk/ 
Like the famous product guides, this offers a handy and 
effective search and comparison tool.  
 

Open Days There are some excellent websites that summarise all of the 
university open days available. One of the best is accessible at 
http://www.opendays.com/ which offers calendars, links and 
plenty of advice on how to make the most of open days.  
 

University Websites Individual universities, and subjects, will all have websites 
aimed at helping undergraduate admissions. If you want to 
know what kind of facilities, units, structures and exams you 
will face, this is the kind of depth that you’ll need to go to find 
out! You will also find contact details for Admissions Tutors 
here – they’re an invaluable resource if you’re stuck! 
 

 

http://www.ucas.com/
http://university.which.co.uk/
http://www.opendays.com/
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Course Thoughts: Initial Notes: 

What do you think you might want to study? What kinds of ideas and degree topics are you thinking 

of to start with? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What kind of location factors are important for you? What are the top five things that you care 

about in choosing a location at this stage? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have you got any initial ideas about what and where you might want to study? Have you done any 

research or information to begin with? 
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Course Analysis: Template and Sample Questions: 

 

Course Name & Location (Code)  

Typical Entry Requirements 
Do they specify grades or any 
particular A levels? 

 

Course Content Notes 
What are the units? What are they 
specialising? Is there anything you 
particularly like or are concerned 
about? What would you want to 
know? 

 

Course Additional Notes 
Are there any add-ons that you want 
to think about; fieldwork, dissertations 
etc.? 

 

Location Notes: 
Where is the university? Campus, 
facilities and accommodation notes. 
What do you need to ask at Open Day? 

 

Location & Facilities: 
What are sports, social and associated 
facilities like? 

 

What questions do you still have?  

When is the Open Day?  

Add to your shortlist?  

 



28 
 

University Open Days – Approaches and Resources 
Investing in a university – physically, emotionally and financially – is a big decision. Just as you’d never 

buy a car without taking a test drive, you need to do the same with your university choice. You can 

visit the place to help you narrow down and decide which is right for you; or you can visit to reassure 

and confirm your choices once you’ve made them. You may do both.  

You can visit a university at any time. Most Departments and academic facilities will operate business 

hours, and if you turn up on any given day, you can probably look around. If you let them know in 

advance (contact the Admissions Tutor), then you may even get a tour of the building. Some offer 

‘taster courses’, where you get to experience lectures or some of the practical activities they offer. For 

a full access day, however, you’ll need to go on one of the university or Department “Open Days”. 

Here, you are more likely to see students and staff, accommodation and facilities, and get a much 

better insight in to the questions you want answered. 

But remember, it’s a market place. The university is trying to attract and recruit the best and brightest 

students, and they’ll put on a show. You’ll be met by the keenest, and usually most attractive students. 

You’ll only talk to the young, trendy and friendly professors, not the lunatic lecturer everyone tells you 

about. They’ll show you the new and stylish accommodation, but show you the price list of the old 

and cheap stuff that’s a 30 minute bus journey away. It’s understandable – they want to show their 

best face to the world. But think about the Open Days you’ve been part of, and be just a little cynical 

about what you see. Don’t accept it at face value, but question everything. Talk to them, ask them, 

poke under the surface. You don’t want buyer’s remorse with the money you’re about to spend.  

When can you go to an Open Day? 

Most universities offer more than one open day in a year, and plenty of them are on Saturday and 

Sunday, so that they get as many students as possible. However, they often offer open days on week 

days.  

 

 

What should you look for in an Open Day? 

The purpose of an Open Day is to give you an insight in to the kinds of things that you can’t get from 

a prospectus. You want to know what a place is like to live in, how far things really are, how the areas 

feel, what the campus looks like, what kind of accommodation there is, and just get a “feel” for the 

place. Go with friends, get a better discussion and bounce ideas off each other. The best way to attend 

an Open Day is with some questions in mind: know what you want to get out of it, rather than just 

treating it as a chance to go on a day trip. Make a plan, have a checklist, and leave when you have 

satisfied yourself about what you want to know. 
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Here are some things you might want to consider: 

• Can you see the Department? This helps you identify where you’ll spend time. What are the 

resources like? What kind of facilities has it got? Are they new, old, badly looked after? What 

are the libraries like? What are the computing facilities like? What’s the wi-fi like? 

• Can you meet tutors and professors? Do they seem nice, approachable and friendly? Could 

you see yourself talking to them about your subject? Could you see yourself talking to them if 

you had a problem? 

• Can you meet other students? What are they like? Down to earth, or head in the clouds? 

Would you be friends with them? What do they think? Remember, they will be trying to 

convince you to come – ask them what they like most, what they’d change, what they wish 

they’d known. Use their experience and advice! 

• Can you see accommodation? Where is it, relative to the university? How do you get there? 

Do you have far to travel, or is right near to where you’d work? When you see the 

accommodation, what’s it like? Shared facilities, or en-suites? New, old, clean, tidy? How 

much does it cost? Does it include meals? How does that work – fixed times, fixed amounts? 

Could you imagine living there? Could you imagine how you might make it work for you? 

• Can you see sports, social facilities? What matters to you, and can you go and see it? This 

might be a really important place in your life, so it’s worth checking out. 

• Can you see the wider town or location? Do you need to? If it’s a campus university, and all 

the facilities are contained in a single location, then you might not care so much about what 

the wider place looks like. If you are going to be in a city university, where you’re spread out 

a bit more, then you will have a different set of priorities and questions to ask. The best way 

to feel a place is to stay the night; many universities will offer accommodation for visiting 

students, and if not, then maybe a hotel is a worthwhile investment. You might pay £50 now, 

to save yourself £9000 a year later… 

• What was the journey like for you? Easy? Difficult, many changes? How would you make the 

trip – plane, train, or car? If you had to get home by yourself, could you do it? If you wanted 

to visit friends in other universities, could you do it? How expensive was the journey? Think 

about whether you’d be able to do it with luggage or resources, when you’re coming home 

for the holidays. 

• What are your overall impressions of the place? You have to be happy that you could live and 

work in a place. If you come away with a positive feeling, then keep a record somewhere. 

Write it down, and it’ll go in to your book of resources and thoughts, for reference later when 

you come to decide! 

What is a “Post Offer Open Day”? 

In the last five years, universities have been a little more cynical in their marketing. Once they’ve made 

you an offer, they want to try and ensure that you put them as your first choice. Some universities 

now run ‘post offer Open Days’. However they dress it up, it’s just another excuse to try and sell 

themselves to you.  

If you still have questions, and want to get them answered before you make up your mind, then go. 

It’s a good time to take your parents, too, if you want to try and persuade them that this is the place 

you want to be. If you’re confident in your decision already, then don’t go. Focus on your studies 

instead, and save yourself the trouble of taking time travelling! 
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Further Information: 

Most universities publish their open day dates on their website, together with contact details of their 

admissions teams. You can always look there. You will probably need to contact these people to book 

your place at the Open Day – most universities don’t let you just turn up on the day! 

Opendays.com is a website that combines all of the published dates and places in to a single calendar 

(http://opendays.com/calendar/), that’s a quick and easy place to find, browse or explore your 

options.   

http://opendays.com/calendar/
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HOW DO YOU APPLY? 
Once you have an idea of what, and where, you want to study, you must start to make an application. 

All applications to UK universities must be done through the same process by every student: this 

ensures fairness and transparency, and means that all students get an equal chance to apply. This 

process is run by the Universities and Schools Admissions Service (UCAS), a charitable organisation 

that works only on helping students apply to university. You will see a lot of their work on advice and 

guidance, as well as the physical application process itself.  

It is critical that you understand what you are doing. All of the information you provide to UCAS forms 

the basis of the legal contracted offer that a university makes you. The offer is conditional not only on 

your grades, but also on the basis that all the information you have provided is true and accurate to 

the best of your knowledge. If you lie – or simply make a mistake – on the UCAS application, the 

university can rightfully withdraw their offer. There will be nothing you can do.  

This is a serious business. Students often worry about the personal statement more than anything 

else; but the reality is that the contents of the personal statement are not likely to cause problems. 

The rest of the form is just as important: make sure you do it right.  

UCAS and UCAS Apply 
All applications are done online. Using the UCAS website (a section called “UCAS Apply”), you enter a 

secure, password protected portal. You provide information about your application, submit it 

electronically, and UCAS then sends it to your chosen universities on your behalf.  

This is done in the following key areas: 

1. Register & Provide Personal Details. You need to identify yourself and the contact 

information that you want to use. We recommend that you use your school email, or a suitably 

professional email address to register. Your terribly witty pun on an offensive word that was 

your email account in 2009 will not be so funny when it lands on a university admissions tutors’ 

desk. Either get a new, business-like clean one, or use the School email.  

2. Additional Information. You will be asked to provide lots of demographic information – 

ethnicity, national identity and many others – but none of this is compulsory. It is also not 

seen by the universities; it’s only for UCAS to help monitor applications. 

3. Student Finance (UK and EU applicants only). The Student Loans process is separate to the 

UCAS application, but if you want to take out a student loan, this is where you decide your fee 

code. You must choose the right code; you don’t want to declare that you are paying 

International Fees if you are a UK student! 

4. Course Choices. This is where you identify what you want to study. Leave this until you’re 

sure. You’ll need to know what, where, and the course codes. There is no preference, or order, 

and your universities do not get to see where else you have applied.  

a. For most students, you will have five choices.  

b. If you are applying to medicine, dentistry or veterinary science, you only have four.  

c. With one or two exceptions, you can only apply to Oxford or Cambridge.  

d. You need to be particularly careful about this if you are applying for deferred entry, 

or a gap year. Make sure you’ve checked that the university or school accepts deferred 

entry applications for the course. They may not be offering the course the following 
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year, may be changing it, or prefer students not to have a gap in study before they 

start their degree.   

5. Full education history. You must enter all your qualifications, whether you have the result 

(GCSE, and AS) or are still waiting for the results (A2). You will need to know what exam boards 

you sat, what modules you took, what UMS scores you got (in some cases!).  

6. Employment history. This is really designed for mature students, who are changing career and 

applying to university later in life. Your part time job at a restaurant in Bromley is not 

important and relevant to this application – don’t include it unless it is a really impressive job.  

7. Personal Statement. This is the most feared, talked about, and challenging part of the 

application for most people. It is a chance to show the universities why you want to study the 

course, and why you’d be a good candidate. This is a difficult task, made even harder by the 

fact that you have only 4000 characters (including spaces) to do it. It is the same personal 

statement for all courses – so don’t mention any specific universities by name. If you have 

chosen lots of different courses, you are going to have to write a generic statement that 

supports your application for all of them. This is the aspect that most people find hardest, and 

therefore is what we spend most time supporting. Start early, expect to do lots of drafts, and 

hear lots of feedback. It will take time.  

8. Check and Submit the Application. Once you have reviewed the application carefully, you will 

have to sign a declaration that the information you have provided is accurate. You then submit 

the application, to be sent to the Sixth Form Team for their input.  

9. School Reference & Predicted Grades: every UCAS application must be accompanied by a 

reference from the School. It is assembled by your Form Tutor in the first instance, based on 

support from your subject teachers. It is then reviewed by the Sixth Form Team, so that we 

can give you the best reference possible. This is not a document you are allowed to see; it 

must be kept confidential. The School will also provide predicted grades for A2 courses, based 

on your past performance, and any benchmark and assessments that are done at the start of 

Year 13.  

10. UCAS Application Sent by School: once we have completed our reference and predictions, we 

submit the application to UCAS. The universities will then see it, and can start making you 

offers! 

UCAS Apply: Get the Basic Information Right 
The UCAS website offers plenty of advice and guidance on how to do each step of the application. You 

can see information here (https://www.ucas.com/ucas/undergraduate/apply-and-track/filling-your-

application) which helps you to understand what each step of the application form will entail.  

At each stage, you need to be very careful about what you enter – a small mistake can cost you dearly. 

If you submit any parts of your application that are factually incorrect, then universities can use this 

as a reason to withdraw an offer from you. If you choose the wrong fee code, you can be liable for all 

fees and the consequences can cost thousands of pounds.  

Take your time with the details. Check, save, and then check again. Your Form Tutor and the Sixth 

Form Team will review the application for obvious errors, but we can’t know some details about your 

financial choices, your fee codes, or Local Authorities, for example. You must make sure you check it 

carefully! 

https://www.ucas.com/ucas/undergraduate/apply-and-track/filling-your-application
https://www.ucas.com/ucas/undergraduate/apply-and-track/filling-your-application
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UCAS Apply: Personal Statement 
The personal statement is the most talked about part of the university application process, and there 

are a lot of websites claiming to offer insight, consultancy and specialist help with developing the 

“perfect” statement. The truth is that there is – and can never be – any such thing.  

Let us deal in facts, first: 

• It is one section of your university application, completed online using the UCAS Apply 

website. It does not determine the success or failure of your application by itself.  

• You are permitted to use a maximum of 4000 characters (including spaces; works out at about 

600-700 words, depending on how verbose you are!) 

• This must fit within 47 lines on the screen.  

• There are no opportunities to use formatting, additional materials, inserts or anything similar.  

• All personal statements are automatically checked using UCAS’ plagiarism detection 

software. If you copy from somewhere else, there is a strong chance they will detect it. If you 

do this, they will tell the universities. You have been warned.  

For the majority of people, writing a personal statement is a tortuous experience. There are several 

reasons why this is a difficult thing to write. 

• You are writing on a blank screen. You are not answering specific questions, or responding to 

something they have asked you – you are just writing. This is challenging: what should you 

say, when you can say anything? 

• You do not know what they want to see. There are no marking criteria or success outlines. 

There are lots of different courses – each of them will want something different.  

• You will get lots of perspectives. Everyone has an opinion on what makes a good personal 

statement, and showing the draft to five people will get you five different suggestions on what 

to do with it. This can be confusing and difficult to process.  

• It is an iterative process. You will do draft, after draft, after draft. Most people don’t like that. 

They don’t like editing and changing a tiny bit of a small document at a time; they will get 

bored, and just want it “done”. No one gets it right first time, and everyone goes through 

drafting. Just expect this.  

The good news is that there is an incredible wealth of experience in School to help you through this 

process. You have plenty of people who you can ask for help. Your primary contact should be your 

Form Tutor. You should also show your work to a subject specialist for “content” checks. 

It will be checked by the Sixth Form Team – who are also available for help if you need – or a senior 

teacher within the School, before it is sent off. Be proactive about managing this drafting process; 

make appointments with the relevant people, and ask for help sooner rather than later. 
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What is the purpose of a personal statement? 

A personal statement is – fundamentally – a very simple thing. It is a statement, by the candidate, to 

the universities about their application. Let us consider it from multiple perspectives: 

• For you: it is a chance to explain – in your own words, however you want to do so – why you 

have chosen a particular course, and why you think you are suited to do it. You can show 

yourself off, and explain to the universities why they should pick you! 

• For the university: it is a chance to see more than a set of grades and dry information, and get 

a sense of the candidate’s experience, personal circumstances and motivation. Admissions 

Tutors can use the personal statement to differentiate between candidates, but there is 

evidence that many do not regard it as a critical component of the applications process 

• For competitive universities: it is a chance to start a conversation with a candidate at 

interview, or in a different selection process. You need to be confident on everything that you 

have written! 

They key word is “personal”. Tell your story: clearly, and plainly. Invite the reader to care about your 

application. It must be about you, and your reasons, motivations and thought process.  

You, therefore, must be the judge of whether the personal statement is right for you. No matter who 

you show it to, or who offers what opinion on the matter, you should be happy with it. 

What does a good personal statement look like? 

A personal statement should always be personal, but the majority of the good ones contain and 

connect with similar themes. These are usually grouped like this: 

• Narrative and Introduction: This should be a statement about your interest and motivation in 

studying the subject. You may want to explain how you came to that interest, or talk about a 

real world experience, something you’ve read, or studied that led to your academic interest. 

You are aiming to make the Admissions Tutor interested in your story, and why you are an 

interesting candidate. 

• Academic Credentials: You should explain why you are suited to study the course. If it overlaps 

with your A Levels, then explain how you have succeeded, flourished and generally been 

awesome in the work that you have done. Focus on skills, rather than content, where you can 

– medics might want to talk about laboratory work, and analytical skills; linguists on textual 

analysis and competence, rather than just listing off your units and topics. Highlight any 

notable academic achievements, particularly amazing UMS scores, academic competitions 

and experiences (Maths Olympiad, prizes, international competitions, Nobel prizes etc.) that 

are directly relevant to your chosen field. A Year 6 “Best Sums Club” sticker doesn’t cut it for 

an application to Oxford to read Classics.  

• Subject Credentials: this is where you show your commitment to the career path or general 

subject area. You might talk about taster courses, field work, university lectures you’ve 

attended, books you’ve read, talks you have been to, journals you subscribe to or a 

combination of all of these. If you don’t have any of these things, consider whether you 

should! For the relevant subjects, this can also be where you talk about work experience or 

placements.  
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• Extra-Curricular Credentials: First and foremost, the university cares whether you are going 

to succeed in your academic studies. Extra-curricular commitments are “nice”, but won’t win 

you a place at university. In some cases, exceptional prowess in sport, drama or music might 

win you a scholarship – it’s always worth talking to staff if you are pretty impressive in 

something outside of your chosen academic field. You should, however, take time to explain 

your “soft skills” – don’t just list off the things you have done, but tell the Admissions Tutor 

what you have learned from those experiences. How has it helped you with team work, how 

has it helped you with learning about teaching people, or working with children, animals or 

old people…? You need your extra-curricular experiences to tell your story! 

• Your conclusion: your conclusion is the last information that you get to give the Admissions 

Tutor. You should be able to explain how all of the things you have just told them make you a 

great candidate, and how you’re really looking forward to success at university. 

And all of that in just 4000 characters! (For reference, that explanation was about 2700 characters) 

When you start your drafts, you’ll have lots more information than you can use; part of the editing 

process will certainly involve trying to bring it down to the limits! 

What should I aim for? 

• Honesty: remember this is still part of your legal contract with the university. “Embellishing” 

your statements, experiences or ideas is wrong. If you are interviewed, and can’t back it up, 

they will not offer you a place. Don’t do it! 

• Clarity: know what you want to say, and be clear about how you communicate it. The 

statement should “flow” from one paragraph to the next, and have a clear narrative that 

connects the whole application together. If you haven’t written a good essay in a while, get 

some help from friends, or teachers who have. There are some experts who can help you craft 

this language! 

• Academic and adult audience: you are writing for Admissions Tutors. They are well educated, 

and know more about your subject than you do (usually). Don’t patronise, or feel you have to 

explain major issues. You are writing an adult statement about an academic idea, to an 

academic audience.  

• Show, don’t say. There is nothing worse than someone who says “I am passionate about” but 

can’t tell you why. You should tell the reader what your experiences and ideas have been, and 

why that has helped you to love or learn more about your chosen subject. Show the content. 

Show them what you’ve done. Show them what you’ve learned. Don’t tell them what you feel 

about it! 

What should I avoid? 

There are a lot of over-used and clichéd phrases that university Admissions Tutors see and read all the 

time. The 10 most common opening lines used in personal statements during the 2015 UCAS 

application cycle were: 

1. "From a young age I have (always) been [interested in/fascinated by]…" (1,779 applicants) 

2. "For as long as I can remember I have…" (1,451 applicants) 

3. "I am applying for this course because…" (1,370 applicants) 

4. "I have always been interested in…" (927 applicants) 

5. "Throughout my life I have always enjoyed…" (310 applicants) 
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6. "Reflecting on my educational experiences…" (257 applicants) 

7. "Nursing is a very challenging and demanding [career/profession/course]…" (211 applicants) 

8. "Academically, I have always been…" (168 applicants) 

9. "I have always wanted to pursue a career in…" (160 applicants) 

10. "I have always been passionate about…" (160 applicants) 

At number 11, Nelson Mandela's famous message "Education is the most powerful weapon which you 

can use to change the world…" was used by 148 people. Quotes are interesting; they can be a really 

wonderful tool to help show what you want to, but they are often a resort of people who can’t think 

for themselves. Use very carefully! 

University tutors are also not fooled by incredibly complex language and thesaurus shuffling: they 

want to hear your voice and your personality. Don’t try to sound “clever”. You’re in a competition with 

someone who teaches undergraduates for a living, and it’ll come across really badly.  

Can I see an example? 

There are plenty of places where you can see and read other personal statements. They can be an 

inspiring thing to read: to help you judge the pitch of what you are writing, and how. They can be 

intimidating: how can you possible compete with people like that? They can also be a bit of a 

challenge: once you’ve seen a statement you like, you struggle to write something different.  

Be very careful about what you read, and how you use it! Samples and guidance exist – but use them 

with extreme caution.  

How do you start writing one? 

The biggest hurdle to overcome is the intimidation of the blank page. Start by just putting your ideas 

on paper, and begin with the content that you know best: your skills, achievements and key successes. 

If you have amazing experiences that have changed your life, or shaped your decision to study 

something particular, then scribble those down too. In the first few stages, just worry about what your 

ideas *are* - you can make them flow together later.  

Use the personal statement worksheet to help you get started – but remember it is just the start! 

Decide who you’re going to go and seek consultation with; knowing who your trusted advisers are is 

really important in establishing a dialogue about how to write fluently.  

Further Information: 

There are so many resources on writing and developing personal statements that it has almost 

become an industry in itself. Some of the biggest providers are often the best – UCAS’ own resources 

are excellent. There are also a range of specialist ideas (e.g. how to write a personal statement for 

Cambridge, or for medical school). Links are available on Firefly and through UCAS website.   
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Personal Statement Worksheet: 

Paragraph 1: Introduction 
You need to tell the story of 
why you want to study the 
subject. It could be a visit, a 
lecture, some reading, or 
something to prompt it – but 
what made you certain? 

 

Paragraph 2: Your Academic 
Skills 
You should summarise the key 
skills you have learned from 
your units and courses. 
Highlight any particular prizes, 
high scores or competitions 
you’ve entered. 

 

Paragraph 3: Your 
Commitment to Learning or 
Subject 
You should demonstrate your 
love of the subject beyond 
what you have been taught: 
have you done fieldwork, been 
to lectures, had additional 
work or projects? 

 

Paragraph 4: Your Extra-
Curricular Profile 
What do you do when you’re 
not being a subject specialist? 
Aim to show independence 
and leadership qualities if you 
can 

 

Paragraph 5: Conclusion 
Need to bring it all back 
together – how has all of this 
prepared you for the course, 
and why do you want to do it?  
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How do you make it better? 

While the core themes of your personal statement are unlikely to change significantly through the 

drafting process, there are ways to make it better by what you can show. Over the summer, you can 

strengthen the personal statement by actively doing things which add to your CV. Remember, they 

could be talking points later – use them and learn from them! 

• Academic Strength: your AS results and GCSE results speak for themselves. But if you’ve 

entered essay competitions, International Maths Olympiads etc., these are useful additions. 

You can do some essay competitions over summer; talk to subject teachers for advice on what 

they would suggest. 

• Subject Strength: this is the area where you can add the most value, and make the most 

difference. You need to start reading, working and thinking like an academic in your subject 

area. What is the learned society for your chosen field? Can you join it? Visit it? Subscribe to 

journals or events that they do? Are you able to read widely – books, articles, reviews – that 

go well beyond your prescribed A Level curriculum, and show your love of learning and that 

subject? What would your teachers recommend as a starting point? Where would you go from 

there? Keep a reading log, and notes on what you’ve read and thought about: it’ll help when 

it comes to polishing the statement later. Are you able to critically analyse, reflect and review 

your reading – talk about connections between aspects and areas that excite you, or connect 

your current work to a higher level of understanding that shows you’re ready to take the next 

step? A word of warning: just be careful that the Admissions Tutor isn’t the author who you’re 

badly misquoting and misinterpreting in your statement, or they don’t work in that 

Department! 

• Career/Pathway Strength: for the right subject, this is where work experience, internships 

and placements can be crucial. Speak to the teachers if you’ve got no idea where to begin; 

we’ll guide you through it! 

• Co-Curricular Strength: if you are leading a Mercy Mission to Nepal in the summer holiday, 

this might be relevant, but most of your co-curricular strength will already be determined by 

this stage. This is probably the least critical area of development. 

Whatever you do, keep reflecting on it, using it, and making a record of it – it *will* help you when it 

comes to bringing it all together later on.  

When do you stop writing it? 

No one ever “finishes” a personal statement. At some point, you just stop writing. For some people, 

that’s at 4.59pm ahead of a 5pm deadline. For some people, that’s after the nineteenth draft, when 

they can’t think straight any more. Everyone you show it to will have a different opinion, and you need 

to accept that you can’t always keep tweaking.  
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The Writing Cycle: 

Generally speaking, people tend to follow a pathway around drafts of their personal statement. Each 

loop around this cycle makes the statement slightly different, and hopefully slightly better.  

 

You start with your ideas, content and material, and then you write. Show your draft to someone, get 

their feedback and see what they think. It’s critical that you then take time to reflect on that feedback: 

don’t blindly incorporate it and make changes without working out what they mean, what the 

consequences are for the rest of the document, and whether you actually agree or want to change 

that particular aspect. Style, writing style, and story-telling are all very personal crafts, and your 

opinion on what “feels right” is your best barometer of confidence with it.  

Keeping on track: 

There are some minor bits of advice that students over the years have found helpful. These include: 

• Start early, so that you don’t rush it.  

• If you don’t know how to use “track changes” or “review” in Word, it can be worth learning 

quickly. These functions help you to share documents with people (e.g. your form tutor) by 

email, and for them to comment simply without changing the content. It’s a time saver. 

• Expect to go around a few times. No one gets it right with the first drafts. Not even Aaron 

Sorkin.  

• Expect the process to hurt, and take a long time. You are being forced to change personal 

things. You will have to take criticism, and deal with it. Accept this now, and don’t take it 

personally later! 

• Most people find that saving each draft as a separate document helps them to see progress. 

It also means that if you get to draft 4, and want to go back to draft 2, you know exactly where 

to find it. If you edit your document in a single page as you go through, you’ll lose all sense of 

your edits and changes.  

Remember: this is only one component. It feels like a big deal, and you’ll feel like you want to push it 

because it’s what you feel you have control over, but it is not worth sacrificing A Level performance 

over! 

  

Plan

Write
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Reflect 
on 
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IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE? 
For a large number of students, the submission of the application form is the last thing that they do 

before accepting offers from universities.  

For some subjects, there are additional requirements that need to be fulfilled before they will make 

an offer. The aim of these additional tests is to provide more information to the university admissions 

team to help them make their decision. Sometimes, they want to see something they can’t get from 

paper admissions: they might want to talk to you, they might want you to audition for them, or they 

might want to see some evidence of your portfolio of designs or artwork that cannot be effectively 

conveyed on an online application. You should regard each of these additional requirements as 

important; sometimes even more so than the personal statement. Your application opens the door: 

these additional tests are often the thing that helps them to make the decision.  

These are best explored through specific institution websites. You will need to make the time to do 

these as part of your preparation, and you will need to lead the booking of them. Do not assume that 

the School knows what tests you will want to do, or how you will want to practice – be proactive about 

talking to the co-ordinators of them! 

Submitted Work or Portfolios: 
For practical or skills based subjects, the use of a portfolio is an important component of the work. 

You should expect to be able to take your work along, but then also discuss the work with a tutor. 

They will want to know that you are thoughtful, reflective, and understand the context of your work: 

not just as a creator, but also as someone who works within a wider field. It’s a chance to have a 

conversation, rather than be tested. If you are asked to provide a portfolio, it’s essential that you get 

expert advice and guidance from the subject specialists as far in advance as you can. Early research to 

identify this is critical: do not leave it until the day before to approach the teachers for help! 

For essay subjects at highly competitive universities, they may want to see some evidence of your 

ability to write longer and extended work. They will normally ask you to choose one or two pieces of 

work that you have already done as part of your course – not to write something special, or ridiculously 

lengthy and bespoke. Most universities will ask for marked work, and for your teachers to write a 

commentary on it, explaining how it was set and what help you had to write it. Again, get advice early. 

Choosing the right essay, and making sure it shows high quality thinking and fluent written style is 

something that cannot be done at the last minute! 

In both cases, you need to be aware of the requirements as part of your application process. You will 

also need to manage the deadlines carefully – they are your responsibility to fulfil, and not ours! 

Subject Specific Tests 
For many highly competitive courses, all of their students will have top predicted grades, outstanding 

personal statements, and be lovely people too. An additional testing process can – like the entrance 

exam to some schools – offer insight in to the generic skills of a candidate and how they think. A brief 

overview of these tests is provided below. Each of them has specific requirements, may come with 

detailed dates, and additional costs. You are responsible for researching this carefully! 

There is a note of caution. Companies and individuals offering help with these tests do not have a 

special insight into the nature of the test.  While a candidate's performance at any test will improve 
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with some familiarisation or practice, anyone thinking of paying for such help should consider very 

carefully whether they would be wasting their money! Some schools will make practice tests and 

support material available, and help you as much as they can – but most of them test your thinking 

skills and talent: teachers can’t do it for you! 

BMAT 

The Bio Medical Admissions Test (BMAT) is a 2 hour pen and paper test consisting of 3 separate 

sections. The BMAT does not require a great amount of extra study as it relies on skills and knowledge 

that candidates should already have. Some medical schools (Oxford, Cambridge, UCL among others) 

use this test.  

BMAT cannot be 'crammed' for; however, basic familiarity with a test's question and answer style will 

help you prepare.  Everything that you need to prepare for the BMAT is on, or mentioned on, their 

website, and you can practise the test with the specimen papers available for download. 

UKCAT 

Many Medical Schools require that you sit the UKCAT, an aptitude test.  You can find out which 

institutions require you to sit the test by researching their course admissions requirements. 

The test is designed to be a test of aptitude rather than academic achievement, and does not draw on 

any particular body of knowledge or curriculum that a candidate can learn in advance. Coaching is not 

necessary, desirable or advantageous. We would advise you to be sceptical about anyone's claims to 

be able to help you do well in the test by coaching. Be aware that coaching organisations' screen views 

may not resemble the real UKCAT screens. 

You should however take the time to familiarise yourself with the test. We strongly advise you to 

practice answering the types of questions that will be presented in the UKCAT, to familiarise yourself 

with the question styles, multiple-choice format and requirements of each subtest. In particular it is 

important you understand the time limitations in each section and develop strategies to approach 

each subtest with this in mind. Do fully timed practice tests to assist you in this preparation. 

Candidates should familiarise themselves with the onscreen test format so that they know how to 

move the mouse, answer questions and move through the test.  The practice tests include an on-

screen calculator which will be the same as the one you will be presented during testing. Details on 

each part of the test can be found on the UKCAT website, and much of the text here is taken from the 

UKCAT website (http://www.ukcat.ac.uk/) 

Thinking Skills Assessments: 

The Thinking Skills Assessments (TSA) was developed and is run by the Admissions Testing Service. It 

was developed to help universities assess whether applicants have the skills and aptitudes considered 

essential for Higher Education study. The test was first introduced for undergraduate entry to the 

University of Cambridge in 2001, and is used as part of the admissions process for a number of courses: 

Computer Science, Economics, Engineering, Human, Social and Political Sciences, Land Economy, and 

Natural Sciences. In 2007, the University of Oxford introduced TSA as part of its admissions process 

for Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE), for entry to Economics and Management in 2008, and to 

further subjects in 2009: Experimental Psychology, and Psychology and Philosophy. In addition, from 

2012, Geography, Philosophy and Linguistics, and Psychology and Linguistics began to use TSA. 

http://www.ukcat.ac.uk/
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TSA consists of two sections, where Section 2 is optional. Section 1 (90 minutes): 50 multiple-choice 

questions testing problem solving (including numerical and spatial reasoning) and critical thinking 

skills (including understanding argument and reasoning using everyday language). Section 2 (30 

minutes): Candidates must answer one essay question from a choice of four (questions are not subject 

specific). It tests the ability to organise ideas in a clear and concise manner, and communicate them 

effectively in writing. 

The multiple-choice answers (Section 1) are marked by the Admissions Testing Service with 1 mark 

available per question. The average TSA score of UCL and University of Cambridge applicants is in the 

high 50s, with only 10% of applicants scoring over 70. The writing task component of TSA (Section 2) 

used by the University of Oxford is reviewed by admissions tutors at the Oxford School to which a 

candidate has applied. 

For the University of Oxford, TSA is held at the beginning of November as a pre-interview, paper-based 

test taken at schools, schools or equivalent centres globally. For the University of Cambridge: TSA is 

normally taken when applicants come to their Cambridge interview in November or December. It is 

administered as a paper-based or online test, either at the School to which the student is applying, or 

at a central test site in Cambridge. For University School London (UCL), TSA is taken during the 

interview stage.  

Interviews 
An interview is a discussion between a candidate and a Department, to establish to mutual 

satisfaction, that the candidate is well suited to the offer of a place. 

There are two key components there that need to be unpicked. The first is that it’s a “discussion”. If 

you are not comfortable talking about your subject, then it will rapidly become apparent. If you go 

quiet and don’t like contributing to class, this will be obvious to an interviewer. We’d expect you to be 

quite bright, enthusiastic and engaged about the subjects you have chosen at Sixth Form. Generally, 

this comes across, and you will do well in interviews. Be confident – treat it like any other Sixth Form 

lesson, and get involved! 

The second is that an interview should be a “mutual” discussion. You are auditioning the university, 

as much as they are testing you. Is this the kind of place you can see yourself in? Are you willing to 

give them your money in student fees? Are you happy here? Can you fit with what they want, and do 

you want to?  

Universities are now starting to see an ‘interview’ as an opportunity to sell themselves, and the 

Department, to you again. You’ll meet keen and enthusiastic students, nice friendly tutors, and have 

a nice relaxing chat – all designed to convince you that they should be your first choice. Remember 

this – they are competing for your skills, knowledge and talent, as much as you are competing for a 

place! 
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What is the purpose of an interview? 

Interviews used to be rare for candidates outside of Oxbridge and the highly competitive courses. 

However, with an increasingly strong university applicant pool, a wider range of universities now need 

to narrow their choice in as fair and efficient a way as possible. The two obvious advantages are: 

• To set an extra test of their own. Obscure and challenging questions test innate qualities that 

can’t be written on a UCAS form – can you think on your feet, can you respond to ideas and 

discuss them? Ultimately, this is an assessment of whether you’d respond well to the teaching 

style at university level – there is no point offering a place to someone who wouldn’t do well 

in a tutorial, seminar or discussion group! 

• To make ever more use of the interview as a differentiation tool. As more and more school 

leavers obtain the 3 or 4 A grades that top universities demand and there are as yet no 

brackets to distinguish a “high A grade” from a “low A grade”, the universities must look 

elsewhere to differentiate the candidates. 

The interviewer needs to judge how “teachable” you are (i.e. how much you are likely to respond to 

their teaching methods and develop over the next 3 or 4 years). You need to be able to show that you 

are committed, engaged, keen to learn and stimulating to teach. The kind of people who will benefit 

most from and contribute most to university courses are those who are willing to expound their own 

views and to listen constructively to the views of others. 

The interview system is looking for the best people who offer themselves on the day. By “best”, they 

don’t mean the people with the most crammed knowledge, but for the people with all-round 

intellectual ability linked with academic curiosity and commitment. Nobody can obtain these things 

over the counter or learn them especially for the day; they are intrinsic to any individual who is 

prepared to stretch themselves to the limit and aim for the highest. 

What are interviewers looking for? 

• Subject passion: You should be able to speak engagingly about your subject because it really 

matters to you. Your enthusiasm should come across in the extra curricular knowledge you 

can bring to the conversation and being able to discuss new ideas. 

• Logical, Critical and Analytical Ability: You are expected to develop a ‘rigorous critical 

mindset’. University teaching aims to instil an ‘enlightened scepticism’ and an ability to 

‘deconstruct’ problems in order to understand them fully. So, they are looking for a measured 

and intelligent approach to a question and the capacity to appreciate different sides of an 

argument. You will need to order your answers and not just say the first things that come into 

your head. 

• Independent thinking: Can you use questions as a stimulus to your imagination – can you 

come up with new ideas? You need to be bold in offering new solutions – it doesn’t ultimately 

matter if you are right or wrong but you need to be confident in what you say. 

• Listening and “Teachability”: At Oxford and Cambridge, the interview is practice for the 

tutorial system. Listen to the question being put to you and answer that question not another 

one. Ask for clarification if you don’t understand (this actually demonstrates confidence and 

humility). You need to remain flexible though – remain open to new facts and opinions which 

may make you revise your ideas. 
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• Knowledge: Knowledge is important – it is an indicator of a candidate’s commitment but it is 

not always a reliable indicator of academic potential. It is therefore not necessary to know 

absolutely everything about your subject. 

What sort of approaches could they take? 

There are two broad types of interview: 

1. The subject knowledge/skills based interview. These can often be ‘practical’ in nature i.e. you 

are given something to look at and think about e.g. a map, diagram, photograph, satellite 

image, or some data. You may be asked to read it, make notes, or think about it in advance. 

They will then start asking you about it – what does it tell you, what can you say, how would 

you summarise it? These questions are triggers for further discussion – you don’t need to 

know all the answers straight away! 

2. The personal interview. Often, this is based on your work, knowledge, course, or other 

information they can derive from your UCAS application and personal statement. 

Theoretically, this is easier – it’s about you – but often, this is where people who have 

‘embellished’ their statements get caught out. Be wary of this kind of interview, if you have 

not been completely honest! 

Some interviews, especially if you only have one, are likely to be a mixture of these two types.  

Bear in mind that the tougher an interview appears to you, the better it may be going. If the 

interviewer has to work hard to push you to the limits it demonstrates a good level of potential. An 

aggressive interview provides an opportunity for you to really show what you can do and fight your 

corner. Try and back up your arguments with examples. Conversely don’t dig yourself into a hole – if 

you can no longer defend your argument then back down, the interviewer knows their subject 

backwards and there is no shame in them proving you wrong. 

Like any other part of the application process, you should know well in advance if you are going to be 

interviewed as part of the application. Do your research, find out when they are likely to be, and then 

tell us. Schools may offer preparation, training and interview practice – often with other people, 

strangers and experts – to really make sure that you get the best chance to succeed on this particular 

aspect of the admissions process.  
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WHAT DO YOU DO NOW? 
By the end of this week, you should have a sense of the choices and options that lie ahead of you, and 

an overview of the resources and tools that are available to help you make the best decision for you. 

The challenge is turning that in to a solid plan, and this is work that you’ll need to do independently.  

What should be done by the end of term? 
By the end of summer, you should be in a position to have the “administration” done. You should have 

completed your UCAS Apply basic details (personal information and academic profile), leaving only 

your choices and personal statement.  

You should have completed the first phase of your research. You may be in a position where you have 

found “the course” and “the universities” and know exactly where you want to go. You may still have 

questions – and that’s fine!  

What can you do this summer?  
You should have a plan for what you’re going to do next – whether that’s reading and subject study, 

research and Open Day attendance, or work experience – and how you’re going to implement that. 

Be realistic about what you can achieve, but please do recognise that it’s critical to have a solid 

approach to your application over summer. It is important. You will need to work at it.  

Does work experience matter? 
Let’s consider this from two perspectives: the first is that of “what do I need to get me in to 

university?” and the second is “what do I need to help me make decisions about my future?”.  

For some courses, work experience should be a critical part of your application to study the subject at 

university. Perhaps the best example of this is in Medicine – where there are lots of high quality 

applicants, and admissions tutors want to know that you are not only committed to the academic 

discipline, but also to the vocational career path that the degree opens up. In this case, having done 

some work experience with a hospital, doctor or some form of medical practice means that you can 

show your commitment, your understanding of the discipline, and your awareness of what the “real 

subject” entails. This is also true of similarly vocational subjects like Dentistry, or Vet Science, where 

work experience or some kind of practical grounding is crucial. If you have personal contacts that can 

help you to get work experience, that’s great. If you are struggling, approach the Sixth Form Team, or 

the School Careers team for help – they may be able to suggest contacts that can help.  

For the majority of courses and subjects, however, the simple answer is that work experience is not 

that important to get you in to university. Most courses want you to be a student – to have done 

reading, to have spent time thinking about the broader academic context, or developing your critical 

understanding of how ideas are put together in your chosen field.  

In the wider context of helping you get confidence in your chosen pathway, work experience can be a 

crucially important step. It can help you see past the TV show portrayal in to the real world of what 

that career entails – whether you’ve been persuaded in to being a lawyer by Suits, or whether you’ve 

been fascinated by forensics since you watched your first CSI – it’s almost certainly not going to be like 

the day to day operations. Work experience can be a key part of the bridge between what you think 

you might want to do, and the reality of what that entails. Of course, if it’s inspired you, then it’s not 
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a bad thing to mention or discuss in your personal statement – but the real value lies in your 

understanding, not in enhancing your university application.  

You’re always welcome to discuss these aspects with the Sixth Form Team, or the Careers Team – but 

don’t be afraid to reach out to professionals in your chosen area too. A politely worded enquiry and 

email can often lead to really great conversations, and you may even get to know people that could 

be helpful to you later on! 
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Your Notes & Action Plan: 
 

What is your first priority? How will you achieve it? 

 

 

 

What’s next? 

 

 

 

What’s next? 

 

 

 

 

How do you intend to strengthen your application over the summer? What evidence will you have? 
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